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ABSTRACT
Establishments of Higher Education (HE) are generaily recruiting a more diverse student 
popuiation and this research has specificaliy examined differences in the undergraduate 
student experience of direct and re-entry students in the 1990s. The first phase of the 
research involved the development of a scale to measure individuals' past experiences of 
secondary schooi. This formed part of a questionnaire which investigated the impact of age, 
gender, past experiences of education and motivations for entering HE on current global 
self-esteem, academic seif-concept, academic stress and trust in marking criteria in HE. 
Direct entry femaie students reported the highest levels of academic stress. Re-entry 
students reported the most negative experiences of Schooi overali and there was aiso 
evidence to suggest that females experienced more negative academic seif-concept overail 
than maies. if the reason to participate in HE was for career goais, academic stress levels 
were the highest. When the reason to participate was for cognitive interest, academic seif- 
concept was positive and these individuais reported the most satisfaction with coliege 
overail. The next phase of the research moved to a qualitative study in which students were 
asked to reiate their education 'stories' from school to current experiences. The outcome of 
this study supported some of the findings from the previous quantitative study and 
additionaiiy gave insight into the compiex pattern of past and current experiences which 
influence the experience of HE. This data was further anaiyzed using correspondence 
analysis which identified specific patterns of association between these diverse set of 
variables and the age and gender of current students. Re-entry females reported more 
overall negative experiences at schooi and appeared to have relativeiy more negative 
academic experiences at college. Although they reported positive academic self-concept at 
school, this was more negative at coiiege compared to the other students. It appeared the 
re-entry males were more likely to participate in HE for seif-deveiopment and had positive 
academic seif-concept at coiiege. Direct entry femaies experienced the highest leveis of 
academic stress and were most likeiy to experience seif-doubt. Direct entry males reported 
the most negative academic experiences at school and had the highest ieveis of globai self­
esteem. Due to the lack of research addressing the experience of re-entry male students 
and their under representation in cross sectional studies, a case study was integrated into the 
research where a re-entry male student kept a diary twice a week for over a year. This 
reveaied the benefits of more iongitudinai designs and the transitory and changeable nature 
of an individual's experiences of HE. The findings and iimitations of the research were 
discussed together with the implications for academic practice and suggestions for further 
research.
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CONVENTIONS
For the purpose of this thesis the terms ‘direct’ and ‘re-entr/ students have been 
adopted. Direct entry students are those individuals who have come into Higher 
Education straight from school and re-entry students refer to individuals who 
have had a break in their formal education. These terms have been chosen 
since they are relatively neutral in relation to age stereotypes which are inherent 
in the labels ‘mature students’, ‘adult learners’ and ‘school leavers’. It is 
acknowledged that all students in Higher Education are ‘adults’ rather than 
‘children’. In addition, ‘maturity’ is an abstract concept and the application of 
‘mature’ to one group of students suggests that there is another group who are 
covertly perceived as ‘immature’. The implications of ‘labelling’ students will be 
addressed in the thesis.
A working definition of re-entry and direct entry students has been established for 
the current research. Direct entry students will refer to those students who enter 
Higher Education straight from school with no break in between and fall into the 
age category 18-21 years. Students in their first year of study in Higher 
Education being 17/18/19 years, second year of study 18/19/20 years and third 
year of study 19/20/21 years. Re-entry refers to students over the age of 21 and 
have joined a course of study in Higher Education. On occasions in the text, 
there will be reference made to 'adult learners' or 'school leavers' but in these 
instances, the terms will be contained in quotation marks.
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This research focuses specifically on students studying full-time in Higher 
Education and not those in Continuing or Further Education. Theories of 'adult 
learning' will be addressed however, and these relate to 'adults' learning in 
Continuing, Further and Higher Education. At times in the thesis the term 
'college' will be used when referring to Boshier's (1991) Education Participation 
Scale which was originally designed to investigate students' reasons for 
participating in Further and Continuing education.
All participants were psychology undergraduate students, studying full-time for 
combined and single honours degrees at a University outside London. For the 
purposes of confidentiality, the University is not identified and will be referred 
to as 'The University' throughout the thesis. Participant names have been 
changed in order to protect anonymity, therefore no individuals who took part 
in this research can be identified.
X X V
OVERVIEW
The Student Experience in Higher Education
The aim of this thesis was to assess both the personal and academic 
experiences of students currently engaging in Higher Education (HE). It is well 
documented that this population has become more diverse during the last 
decade. Specifically, this research has aimed to address whether students' prior 
school education and any interim experiences between school and undertaking 
the degree, were related to their current academic self-concept, self-esteem and 
academic stress. Reasons for participating in HE were also investigated. At an 
applied level, it was envisaged that this research would contribute to the ongoing 
academic debate concerning the best ways of teaching, supporting and 
monitoring student progress in HE.
The metaphor of a journey has been adopted to encapsulate the diversity of 
experiences which undergraduate students may encounter during the course of 
their degree. A further extension to the metaphor relates to a phenomenon 
where some students progress through HE with relatively few problems relating 
to past experiences and these could be described as carrying effective 
'luggage'. There are, however, some individuals who appear to be burdened by 
‘ghosts of the past’ and may be carrying ‘baggage’ which would usefully be 
offloaded if their journey through HE is to be experienced with equilibrium.
These ‘ghosts’ may originate from both negative learning and life experiences
prior to their participation in HE. Individuals who carry ‘baggage’, may 
experience barriers to learning which involve fear of failure, procrastination and 
negative academic self-concept which may all contribute to high levels of 
academic stress. Over a period of three years study for a degree, these 
negative feelings may pose a challenge to psychological wellbeing.. In addition, 
previous experiences may influence reasons for participating in HE. If an 
individual left school before attaining A' levels and spent part of their adulthood 
in low paid and low status work, their motivation to participate in HE may indeed 
be based on a desire to improve their status in society or for self-development. 
An extensive literature review has provided the ‘vehicle’ in which an 
understanding of research findings in this field can inform further explorations 
into the undergraduate experience in the 1990s.
Until relatively recently the majority of students enrolled for courses in HE were 
between 18-19 years old and came straight from school. There has, however, 
been a progressive increase in the numbers of re-entry students participating in 
HE, which now contains a diversity of students. This is partly due to a 
Government White Paper published in 1991 entitled Higher Education: A New 
Framework. This introduced a target to increase the student population in HE 
and involved recruitment strategies to encourage students to enroll from a wider 
section of the population. By 1993, John Pattet^i, Secretary of State for 
Education announced that student participation had increased substantially 
more than anticipated and shortly after this announcement, the Government
ensured a stop to further expansion in HE by reducing the entry rate by 3.5%.
Table 1 below shows the progressive increase in students participating in HE 
between 1987 and 1994/5. This clearly indicates a diversity of students in HE in 
the 1990s and there was a particularly sharp increase in the numbers of re-entry 
female students enrolling for HE between 1987 (8.3 thousand) and 1990 (33.1 
thousand).
Table 1: Student Numbers in HE (UK) - Full-time First Degree by Age, Gender & Year of Study
1994/51992199119901987Age/
Gender
Under 21
186.5164.9132.5Female
191.2173.8149.3Male
461.6377.7 413.2338.7281.8Total
Age 21-24
113.988.174.566.154.3Female
128.8106.491.882.771.0Male
242.6194.5148.8 166.3125.3Total
Age 25 +
64.633.18.3Female
44.720.2Male
127.675.2 94.362.328.5Total
All Ages
415.5344.9264.0 300.9195.0Female
417.3357.1285.7 318.3240.5Male
832.8702.0549.7 619.2435.5Total
Source: HE Statistics Agency (MESA) - Students in HE Institutions 1987/92 
Students in HE Institutions 1994/95
This change in the undergraduate student population has generated a large 
amount of research from a variety of different disciplines and primarily focuses 
on differences in the student experience according to chronological age. These 
age differences may be unfounded since this approach tends to rest on 
stereotypes about age differences. Schlossberg (1987) argues that it is less 
important to know that an individual is fifty years old than to discover that they 
are recently married, parenting adolescent children, recently divorced or about 
to retire. Age stratification simply describes the student population in terms of 
chronological age differences and does not provide an understanding of the 
complex phenomenon of student experience, which has yet to be adequately 
explained. In the foreword to 'Adult Learning' (Hopper and Osbourne, 1975),
Dahrendorf observed:
"The new adult student would not be correctly characterized by being either an adult or 
a student, but by having incorporated education in a social construction of human
life At present, adult students are still what they always have been people who
have chosen a particularly arduous way towards improving their life chances in terms of 
career opportunities. They are generally unhappy about their original education, 
dissatisfied with their occupational experience, out of step with their human 
environment, highly motivated both in terms of learning and achieving more, in short 
they are different. And being different hurts", (p.6).
It could be argued however, that whether a student has come into HE straight
from school or having had a break in their formal education, their school
experience might have a positive or negative impact on their current experience
of being a student.. Hopper and Osbourne examined 'adult' students over 
twenty years ago when they were a minority group in HE. In 1975 socio­
economic conditions reflected a time of expansion unlike the 1990s where there 
has been high unemployment which has involved considerable competition for 
work. In the current climate there maybe a more pressing need for both direct 
and re-entry students to participate in HE for career goals. Again, this raises a 
question about why individuals decide to participate in HE. For those who have 
successfully progressed through school and attained A'levels, their experience 
of the degree maybe qualitatively different depending on whether they perceive 
the decision to have been their own or dictated by parents and teachers. 
Reasons to participate may also indicate whether students are likely to study for 
the enjoyment of learning, or approach the degree with a more instrumental 
approach to their studies. The metaphor of 'luggage' and 'baggage' has been 
adopted to identify the experience of a return to formal education which may be 
fraught with self-doubt and fears of failure (baggage) or a fulfilling experience 
which progresses with relatively few problems (luggage). Research, which 
investigates individuals past experiences of education in relation to reasons for 
participating in HE, may provide insights into the multi-faceted nature of the 
undergraduate experience.
Although an undergraduate student may obtain high grades for coursework, this 
is not necessarily a reflection of their psychological wellbeing. High grades may 
also be associated with high levels of academic stress, negative academic self-
concept and low self-esteem. An examination of different background factors 
including learning outcomes, may therefore provide information on those 
students who are most likely to experience the degree with equilibrium or 
disequilibrium.
Research by Smith (1988) and Rogers (1988) highlighted the perceived benefits 
of learning. The acquisition of knowledge, enthusiasm for learning, the 
development of new skills, an improvement in self-confidence and enhanced 
self-image were seen as contributors to equilibrium. Change in self-image may 
involve a positive learning experience, which affirms that we are capable of 
learning, therefore we are able to see ourselves differently. This 'positive 
learning loop' complements the learning process and motivates the student 
towards further achievement. Rogers also argued that disequilibrium may 
involve a negative reaction when perceived failure involves a negative feedback 
‘loop’. This involves a reduction in self-esteem and undermines further attempts 
to learn. If an individual has come into HE from negative prior experiences of 
learning, they may therefore be in a 'negative learning loop'. They may have 
decided to return to a formal learning environment, but might experience 'ghosts' 
of negative learning experiences in the past during the process. Focusing 
specifically on re-entry students Daines (1992) claimed that these students are 
likely to lack confidence in themselves as learners and to underestimate their 
own powers of achievement. Barriers to learning may be founded on a number 
of factors where past life and education experiences may have been positive or
negative. Dependent on the nature of these, effective or ineffective learning 
experiences will occur.
Raaheim and Wankowski (1991) identified a phenornenon, which they described 
as 'error terror' in which some students become paralyzed by a fear of making 
mistakes. Fear of failure, particularly if failure has been experienced at school, 
can produce negative experiences of the learning environment. It is sometimes 
necessary therefore to 'unlearn' before it is possible to 'learn'. This process 
could be described as the 'offloading' of 'baggage' which may hinder effective 
approaches to studying effectively. Learning involves change, however, if an 
individual is stuck in a negative learner self-concept, they maybe less open to 
change. If there is a fear of making mistakes, then it is difficult to submit work 
perhaps even difficult to start writing. If errors are unacceptable to the 
individual, then they may feel that it will be unacceptable to their tutor. A self- 
protective strategy may therefore involve doing nothing, perhaps leaving the 
work until the very last moment rather than having to face the fear of failure. 
Alternatively, this may involve high levels of motivation where excessive 
amounts of time are given to coursework or revision for exams for fear of 
experiencing another fail. For some individuals, this high motivation prior to the 
submission of work may therefore be a coping strategy to avoid having to face 
confirmation of their negative learner identity. A deliberate action to remove 
'error terror' is likely to open doors to discovery rather than shut doors before the 
journey has begun. Clearly it is difficult to move forward when there is an
obstacle in the way. Daines (1992) argued that some re-entry students tend to 
be over-anxious when studying in competitive learning environments where 
these feelings of anxiety maybe exacerbated. These reactions may be 
particularly prevalent in students who have had poor experiences of school 
(Daines, 1992; Coopersmith, 1975). This may, however, apply equally to direct- 
entry students although the experience of secondary education is likely to have 
been qualitatively different for re-entry students, resulting in different prior 
learning experiences. Students who experienced school thirty years ago are a 
particular age cohort and consequently their memories of formal education are 
more likely to reflect punitive teaching methods than those who completed their 
schooling more recently (Short and Rinehart, 1992). Coopersmith (1975) argued 
that domination, rejection and severe punishment of children results in lowered 
self-esteem, resulting in fewer experiences of success, submissive, withdrawn 
behaviour and sometimes coping strategies involve aggression and domination. 
Whitney (1993) however, argued that children are no longer simply the 
recipients of other people's decisions about what may be in their best interests, 
but active partners in determining what should happen to them. This appears to 
mark a fundamental change in attitudes to children in the 1980s and 1990s. It 
could be argued therefore, that direct entry students have experienced more 
empowerment as children in comparison to re-entry students who were exposed 
to more authoritarian education practice at school. It appears that re-entry 
students are most likely to enter HE having had negative school experiences. 
Rather than assuming causal links between this and negative experiences in HE
however, research needs to find evidence to demonstrate that negative 
experiences of school have an impact in current experiences in HE.
Re-entry students are often unhappy about their previous educational 
experiences, nonetheless they demonstrate high levels of motivation for learning 
and achieving (Hopper & Osbourne, 1975). Although a high motivation is 
generally perceived as a positive attribute to studying, when this is driven by 
anxiety as a result of a negative academic self-concept, it may become an 
academic stressor. Grades may reflect high standards of work but the hidden 
psychological impact of the anxious motivation is rarely addressed. Aronson 
(1959) argued that individuals are generally unwilling to accept evidence that 
they are better or worse than they perceive. There is a tendency to resolve any 
dissonance between actual performance and their own judgement in favour of 
their familiar self-concept. Even though these students may consistently receive 
positive feedback for their work, they may reject this in order to maintain a well 
established negative learner identity rather than having to re-align themselves to 
a 'high achieving' identity (Brown & McGill, 1989). When students have a 
negative academic self-concept they may reject favourable feedback in order to 
protect themselves against the possibility of subsequent academic failure 
(Baumeister, Tice and Hutton, 1989). If students have experienced a 'negative 
learning loop' prior to their participation in HE this may therefore constitute 
'baggage' which needs to be identified and preferably offloaded if further 
damage to academic confidence is to be avoided. The impact of working under
these conditions may incur further damage to self-esteem and academic self- 
concept if not addressed early in the degree. If the roots of these fears can be 
identified, studying in HE could provide both positive academic and personal 
development. The alternative may involve the attainment of an academic 
qualification at the expense of self-esteem. If re-entry students have particular 
characteristics, which may be different from direct entry students, these need to 
be operationalised. Education involves the attainment of knowledge and 
passing of exams. However, if negative learning experiences have an impact on 
general psychological wellbeing, educators at all levels of education need to 
address issues of self-esteem and self-worth. Hopper and Osbourne (1975) 
argued that HE should not simply be a vehicle to fill gaps, but to extend and 
improve previous experiences of learning.
Learning and education do not take place in a vacuum since they are 
inextricably linked to wider life experiences. From the above discussion, it 
appears that previous educational experiences play a major role but a broader 
approach is needed in order to investigate a combination of variables which may 
impact on current learning and life experiences in HE. Boshier (1991) 
advocated a multi-variate approach, which could highlight interactions between 
different variables rather than resting on one explanation as being the cause of 
positive or negative experiences of education. In addition, reasons for 
participation formed a central focus of Boshier's research. Edwards (1993) 
argued that re-entry students do not just bring their experiences with them, they
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are their experience. Students bring with them to HE negative personal and 
learning experiences, which are sometimes described as baggage. Edwards 
argues however, that establishments of HE also carry 'baggage'. This may 
partially involve financial constraints, which necessitate working with increased 
student numbers and limited budgets to meet the extra demands on resources.
It also appears that much research with re-entry students rarely investigates the 
effects of participating in HE on the personal lives of students. The central focus 
of the research rests on the effects of students’ personal lives on their ability to 
study, rather than the effects of learning on students. Edwards argued that the 
emphasis may be more centrally concerned with the interests of HE rather than
the students themselves.
It appears that students who enter college from routes other than schools are 
considered to be different in some way to the ‘traditional’ student’. The more 
years in between school and participation in HE the more difficult it may be to 
feel supported in the desire to receive college education. If educators have 
identified re-entry students as being different to direct entry students, evidence 
to support the characteristics of this 'discrete' group will move from a descriptive 
to an explanatory level of analysis. If there are identifiable differences then it 
would be important for establishments of HE to be aware of these. Teaching 
practice, facilities and attitudes may need to be examined to ensure that both 
direct and re-entry students are understood in the current climate of HE which 
now has large numbers and no longer constitutes a homogenous group of 18-21
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year old students. From an extensive review of the literature there appears to be 
a bias towards research into re-entry women students experiences in HE, 
therefore a holistic approach which investigates student experiences across age 
and gender may illuminate similarities and differences between different groups 
of students. The literature revealed a number of key issues which include past 
experiences of school, reasons to participate in HE, self-esteem, academic self- 
concept, academic stress and experiences of evaluation all of which have an 
impact on current learning experience and these may interrelate with each other.
Summary:
In 1975 Hopper and Osbourne investigated the experience of'adult learners' 
and argued that they were 'different' to direct entry students in that they were 
often unhappy about their previous education experiences. By participating in 
HE, they had chosen a particularly 'arduous' route to improving their life 
circumstances. However, over twenty years later, they are no longer a minority 
group of students in HE. Rather than resting on an assumption that it is only re­
entry students who need to be understood in this learning context, research 
needs to examine the impact of demographic changes on both direct and re­
entry students. In the past, re-entry students may indeed have chosen to 
participate in HE to improve their life circumstances. It maybe however, that in 
the 1990s where there have been high levels of unemployment and also raised 
consciousness about women’s' changing roles in the workplace, reasons to 
participate in HE may have different foundations for different groups of students.
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Demographic changes, particularly over the last decade, have involved a diverse 
undergraduate student population in the 1990s. This has generated much 
research into student experiences and this primarily focuses on chronological 
age differences, which rests on age stratification. There is also much emphasis 
on the student experience in relation to 'dropout' rates and learning outcomes. 
This suggests that there is more attention paid to the interests of establishments 
of HE than the psychological wellbeing of students themselves. If students come 
into HE with negative past learning experiences, this may indicate that they are 
likely to progress through their courses with a negative academic self-concept. 
However, the roots of academic self-concept may also stem from other sources. 
Students' reasons for participating in HE maybe less involved with the 
attainment of the degree than to improve their social life or to try and move away 
from an unhappy relationship. Alternatively, the degree maybe an important 
vehicle to secure well-paid and high status employment, either due to negative 
past experiences of employment, or perhaps particularly in the case of direct 
entry students, a knowledge that there is considerable competition for work in 
times of high unemployment. There may however, simply be a desire to study 
for the enjoyment of learning itself. Although past education experiences may 
give some indication to how students may experience their degree in terms of 
academic self-concept, there may be a complex interaction of variables which 
contribute to equilibrium or disequilibrium which may manifest themselves in the 
form of academic stress, self-esteem and experiences of evaluation. If students
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have a negative academic self-concept as a result of negative past experiences 
of education, they may study with very high anxious motivation in order to avoid 
confirmation of their 'underachieving' identity. They may attain high grades for 
their work, however, if this involves high levels of academic stress, negative 
academic self-concept and fear of evaluation, this may not be conducive to 
psychological wellbeing. Daines (1992) focused particularly on re-entry 
students and found that they often tend to underestimate their academic ability 
and argued that this maybe due to negative school experiences. However, this 
phenomenon may be experienced by both direct and re-entry students. There 
may also be differences in the student experience for direct entry students due 
to the increased numbers of re-entry students. In the past, the majority of 
students in HE came straight from school and were aged eighteen to twenty-one 
years. Now, direct entry student's share learning environments with peers who 
may be of similar ages to their parents. Although this may not pose difficulties 
for some, this maybe difficult for others.
In order to understand the complex phenomenon of the student experience in 
the 1990s, it is therefore necessary to take a holistic approach to the interaction 
between variables, which may contribute to equilibrium or disequilibrium during 
the course of an undergraduate degree. These include an examination of age 
and gender differences and the impact of past experiences of school and 
reasons for participating in HE on current levels of academic self-concept, 
academic stress, global self-esteem and experiences of evaluation.
14
CHAPTER I
The Vehicle'
THEORETICAL APPROACHES TO ADULT LEARNING
Currently, a review of the research literature indicates a decline in theory 
building in the 1990s and therefore this chapter will outline a number of 
theories, which were developed in the 1970s/1980s. These will provide a 
‘vehicle’ or theoretical framework, through which a holistic exploration into the 
student experience in the 1990s can progress. It appears that the interest in 
theory building at that time was in response to the rapid increase in re-entry 
students during that period. In addition, research into student experiences 
tends to be multi-disciplinary and idiosyncratic rather than theory driven. /
Although I have suggested a need to remove ageist terminology when 
referring to students in HE, much research refers to 'adult' or mature 
students. This chapter does contain reference to 'adult' learners' which 
raises a debate about the distinction between 'pedagogy' and 'andragogy'. 
'Pegagogy' refers to the science of learning for children during compulsory 
education at school while 'andragogy' refers to voluntary learning for "adult's' 
participating in Continuing, Further and HE (Knowles, 1980). 'Adult' in this 
context refers to both direct and re-entry students.
Merriam (1987) argued that theory building in 'adult' education is in its 
infancy and there is no universally acclaimed theory, which explains 'adult' 
learning. It appears that most theories fall short of achieving widespread
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acceptance since they are either not unique to 'adults' or they fail to account 
for all types of learning.
There are a number of theoretical constructs which attempt to explain 'adult' 
learning and the main focus involves the extent to which chronological age 
influences learning throughout the lifespan. However, learning has breadth 
as well as length and throughout the life cycle individuals are likely to be 
engaged in both formal and informal learning experiences. Some theories 
assume that child and 'adult' learning are fundamentally the same, however, 
there are others which investigate phenomena which maybe unique to 'adult' 
learning e.g. Proficiency Theory (Knox, 1980) and Characteristics of 'adult' 
Learners' (Cross, 1981).
Courtenay (1992) argued that 'adult' education is not a science and cannot 
be expected to generate theory. However, Cross (1981 ) advocated a value 
in research and theory building, since the systematic accumulation of 
knowledge is essential for any profession. There is a lack of clarity as to 
what is needed in terms of theory and this has resulted in individual 
researchers pursuing their own idiosyncratic interests. Systematic enquiries 
where one study builds on another have, therefore, failed to develop. 
Questions have been raised about the most useful focus of enquiry and these 
have included motivation, participation, 'adult' development or differences in 
learning styles (e.g. Marten, 1981; Cross, 1981; Entwistle & Ramsden, 1983; 
Hounsell, 1984). Merriam (1987) has argued that theory building in 'adult' 
learning is in its infancy and a number of theories will be outlined in this
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chapter in order to provide a theoretical basis on which to build this research. 
These have emerged from the extensive review of the literature and will 
provide the vehicle' which will facilitate an exploration of the student 
experience. Those of direct relevance to this research include 'adult' 
characteristics (Knowles, 1978), 'adult's' life situation (McClusky, 1970, Knox, 
1980), changes in consciousness (Friere, 1970; Mezirow, 1981), life cycle 
theory (Gould, 1980; Jacques, 1965; Neuergarten, 1965; Aslanian & Brickell, 
1980), social cognition theory (Markus, 1977; Linville, 1985) and 
constructivist learning theory (Piaget, 1952; Vygotsky, 1978).
Theories Based on 'Adult* Characteristics
The most well known 'theory' of 'adult' learning is andragogy which is defined 
as the art and science of helping 'adults' to learn (Knowles, 1978). This is 
based on four assumptions about characteristics of 'adult' learners. The first 
concerns the observation that as a person matures their self-concept moves 
from a dependent personality to a self-directing human being. The second 
assumes that an 'adult' accumulates a growing reservoir of experience, which 
is a rich resource for learning. The third refers to the readiness of an 'adult' 
to learn which may be closely related to the developmental tasks of their 
social role. The final assumption acknowledges that there is a change in time 
perspective as individuals mature and this involves the application of 
knowledge.
This theory or 'model of assumptions' has been the centre of more 
controversy, philosophical debate and critical analysis than any other 
concept, theory or model proposed in this area (Bard, 1984). Knowles, as
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stated earlier, originally inferred that andragogy characterized 'adult' learning 
whilst pedagogy characterised childhood learning. However, he later clarified 
his position by stating that andragogy/pedagogy represent a continuum and 
the use of both techniques was appropriate at different times in different 
situations regardless of the age of the learner (Knowles, 1978). Since he no 
longer claims andragogy to be unique to 'adult's. Cross (1981) argued that 
the status of andragogy as a theory is 'up in the air' and has been criticised 
on a number of counts. It is not clear whether Knowles has formulated a 
theory of learning and teaching or whether 'adult' learning is different from 
child learning. The assumptions may also be read as descriptions of 'adult' 
learners - or as prescriptive statements about what the 'adult' learner should 
be like. Since the assumptions are unclear on a number of counts, Knowles' 
model of teaching from the point of view of a theory of 'adult' learning does 
not establish a unified theory of learning in a systematic way (Hartree, 1984).
Brookfield (1986) argues that three of the assumptions in this model are 
problematic when drawing inferences for practice. Although self-direction is a 
desired outcome this is not necessarily a 'given' condition. In addition, a 
problem-centred approach, which aims for immediate applications, may lead 
to a narrow and reductionist view of learning. Brookfield argues therefore, 
that the only assumption which is well grounded, is that 'adults' accumulate a 
growing reservoir of experience which is a rich resource for learning. 
Andragogy has variously been classified as a theory of 'adult' education,
'adult' learning, theory of technology of 'adult' learning, method of 'adult' 
learning, technique of 'adult' learning and a set of assumptions, however, it 
would appear that the way forward in this debate will be through the
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accumulation of empirical studies (Merriam, 1987).
Theories Based on 'Adult's' Life Situation
Theories based on 'adult's' life situation include the Theory of Margin 
(McClusky, 1970) and Proficiency Theory (Knox, 1980). Both are built on the 
concept of discrepancy either between 'power' and 'load' (McClusky, 1970) or 
current and desired abilities (Knox, 1980). McClusky described 'adulthood' 
as a period of growth, change and integration when there is a constant 
search for balance between the amount of energy needed and the amount 
available. This is conceptualised as the ratio between the 'load' of life, which 
dissipates energy, and the 'power' of life, which enables us to deal with the 
load. The energy, which remains when subtracting load from power, is 
referred to as the 'margin in life'. This theory suggests that the margin may 
be increased by reducing load or increasing power or it may be decreased by 
increasing load and/or reducing power. If load and power can be controlled, 
or even better, if an individual holds onto a reserve (margin) of power, they 
are better equipped to deal with unexpected emergencies and in a better 
position to take risks. It is also more likely that they are able to involve 
themselves in exploratory or creative activities and are more likely to learn 
effectively. This facilitates an ability to live above a line of mere self­
subsistence (McClusky, 1970). Since a learning situation demands an 
expenditure of resources, this margin of power enables the process of 
learning to be effective.
This theory could be applied to the undergraduate experience in a number of
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ways. For example, if during the course of the degree an individual 
experiences an imbalance between the 'load' and 'power' of life, it would be 
useful to examine the nature of the 'load'. This may involve personal 
demands, which may not easily be alleviated, however, it would be useful to 
identify any areas of the student experience, which hinder the 'power' of life 
and may constitute a heavy 'load' of life (baggage). A student who 
experiences negative academic self-concept may approach work with high 
levels of anxiety. This may reduce their 'margin in life' so that when there are 
coursework deadlines to meet, the experience may render the individual 
highly vulnerable and more susceptible to 'breakdown' than others who do 
not doubt their ability. If they were able to 'offload' their negative learner 
identity and move forward with a positive academic self-concept, their 'margin 
of power' maybe increased, thereby facilitating a less conflictuel path forward. 
Over a period of three years, a steady decline in personal resources to meet 
the challenges of the degree may lead to a continuing decline in 
psychological wellbeing.
An alternative approach to understanding student experiences which also 
focuses on 'adults' life situation refers to the learning context and the ability 
'perform' effectively. The Proficiency Theory (Knox, 1980) argues that 'adult' 
learning is distinctive due to the dual roles between academic and personal 
demands. Proficiency is described as the capability to perform satisfactorily if 
given the opportunity. Performance involves a combination between attitude, 
knowledge and skill. At the heart of this theory a discrepancy between the 
current and desired level of proficiency is acknowledged. It appears that the
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concept of proficiency attempts to explain 'adult' motivation and achievement 
in relation to both learning activities and life roles. There is an expectation 
however, that 'adults' are proficient in major roles and as persons generally. 
An underlying assumption in this theory is that 'adult' learning is both 
developmental and transactional. Developmental in so far as learning is 
integral to the changes 'adults' go through as they age and transactional in 
that learners are motivated to learn through interaction with their social 
context as well as with people and resources within the learning situation. 
This theory generates questions in relation to how 'adults identify desired 
proficiencies, which lead them to the decision to learn. When investigating 
the student experience, it would therefore be pertinent to examine their 
reasons for participating in HE. If decisions to participate are influenced by 
career motivations or a desire to study for the enjoyment of learning itself, 
then questions need to be asked about what teaching styles or procedures 
are most effective in facilitating different proficiencies. There may also be 
different teaching and learning contexts, which suit some individuals better 
than others, depending on their desired proficiencies.
McClusky's theory of margin provides a description of different levels of 
energy resources required for effective learning. There is clearly a need to 
recognise events which are likely to incur a heavy 'load' of life and those 
which may facilitate more 'power' in life, therefore, individual differences need 
to be explored. The same learning environment may generate different 
responses in individuals depending on a number of interacting variables. For 
a student who has doubt in their academic ability, for example, continual
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appraisal of their coursework may contribute to a heavy 'load' of life. 
Alternatively, another individual who has confidence in their academic ability 
may find coursework evaluation episodes contribute to their 'power' of life. It 
would appear therefore, that this theory offers a conceptual framework in 
which an examination of 'power' and 'load' of life could explain certain 
aspects of equilibrium or disequilibrium in the student experience. The 
importance of maintaining a 'margin' in life in order to progress with 
equilibrium is advocated, however, it does not explain how this maybe 
achieved and who maybe at most risk in terms of excessive 'load'. Knox 
(1980) proposed that 'adult' learning could be conceptualised as the dual role 
between academic and personal demands. The concept of 'proficiency' 
attempts to explain 'adult's' motivation and achievement in relation to life and 
learning activities. Theories which examine changes in consciousness, do 
however provide another dimension to understanding the student experience. 
This involves an examination of internal processes, which may provide the 
opportunity for students to come to understand their own learner identity. It is 
clearly important to acknowledge that learning involves a complex interaction 
between academic and personal demands, however to understand the impact 
of these requires reflective thought on internal processes for those 
individuals who are engaged in the learning process.
Theories Based on Changes in Consciousness
Theories in this category tend to have a cognitive dimension and deal with 
the mental construction of experience and inner meaning, investigating 
changes that occur through these processes. These theories tend to
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examine reflections on the content of individuals' environment and 
experiences. It is argued that reflective thought may be the thought structure 
to emerge in 'adulthood' and a necessary prerequisite to asking questions, 
discovering problems and to the notion that contradiction is a basis for 
thought (Kramer and Melchior, 1990). An alternative theory which is based 
on changes in consciousness addresses the interrelationship between the 
learner and the nature of knowledge.
Friere (1970) developed a theory of Conscientization, which proposed that 
education is never neutral since it either oppresses or liberates. 
Conscientization is the process whereby individuals are not recipients but 
knowing participants in the learning context and can achieve a deeper 
awareness of both socio-cultural reality which shape their lives and also their 
capacity to transform that reality. Friere argued that conscientization 
provides an ideal condition for an 'authentic educational encounter'. This 
involves the attainment of knowledge, which raises consciousness to the 
cultural impact on attitudes, values and beliefs, which may engender 
prejudices. Critical consciousness involves an in-depth analysis of problems, 
self-awareness and self-reflection. According to Freire (1970), education for 
social change is a relevant component for 'adult' learning situations. 
Teachers and students need to co-operate in a dialogue, which attempts to 
humanise and liberate. This involves a changed relationship between 
teachers and students who become co-investigators into their common 
reality.
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Candy (1982) who draws on Kelly’s (1955) personal construct theory shares 
this emphasis upon the reconstruction of inner meaning. This proposes that 
personal paradigm transition is a characteristic of 'adult' learning. We all 
seek to make sense of the world around us and in so doing we construct 
elaborate multi-dimensional models of reality. When an event occurs, we try 
to fit it into our system of construct and if there is no fit, develop a new 
construct or modify our perceptions of the experience. Candy argues that 
Kelly's theory has applications for 'adult' learning since it enables a 
distinction to be made between learning by construction which involves the 
formulation of meanings, values, skills and strategies as well as 
re-construction which involves the transformation of prior meanings, values, 
shifts and strategies. Personal learning may be construed as the 
construction of internal referents and an ability to monitor the construction 
and re-construction of meaning over time. Candy (1982) emphasised the 
reconstruction of inner meaning. If positive feedback for coursework does not 
facilitate the offloading of 'baggage', perhaps more work needs to be done on 
the inner process in relation to academic self-concept. If insights can be 
gained into experiences which have contributed to a positive or negative 
learner identity, this may illuminate understandings about current experiences 
in HE.
Interim Summary
The function of the facilitator is to challenge learners with alternative ways of 
interpreting their experience and to present them with ideas and behaviours 
which enable them to critically examine their values, actions and assumptions
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by which they live (Brookfield, 1986). However, Merriam (1987) argues that 
conscientization is not sufficiently comprehensive to explain different types of 
learning which an 'adult' may experience.
'Perspective Transformation' (Mezirow, 1981) is also based on changes in 
consciousness. This involves a process of emancipation, which refers to an 
interest in self knowledge and insights gained through self-reflection. This 
relates to a critical awareness of how and why the structure of psychological 
and cultural assumptions constrain the way we see our relationships and 
ourselves. By reconstituting this structure, we allow a more inclusive and 
discriminating integration of experience thereby enabling us to act upon 
these new understandings. For those who are in dependency roles and 
relationships, this learning process could facilitate individuals to recognise 
that these may have been culturally induced therefore enabling them to take 
action to overcome them (Mezirow, 1981 ). For example, stereotypes about 
gender roles may engender fears about changing identity. If a woman has 
been taught that her value in society is in the domestic domain, a move to 
college where identity becomes 'student' as well as homemaker may involve 
identity-confusion. This maybe alleviated by critically reflecting on our lives 
and becoming aware of why we attach particular meanings to reality.
Mezirow argued that this may be the most significant distinguishing 
characteristic of 'adult' learning.
Learning in 'adulthood' is not simply adding to what we already know, new 
learning transforms existing knowledge into a new perspective thereby 
emancipating the learner. Mezirow (1981 ) argues that the ultimate goal for
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learning which facilitates changes in consciousness, is to raise an awareness 
about the cultural assumptions, which dictate rules, roles, conventions and 
social expectations, which determine the way, we see, think, feel and act.
This process involves a dilemma of disorientation, which renders old patterns 
of responses redundant. During the process of transformation, some 
individuals may resist the integration of new ideas when encouraged to 
develop critical thinking skills since there maybe fears and anxieties about 
the loss of their 'old self. If students who have a well-established negative 
learner identity are continually faced with high grades for their coursework, 
they may find it difficult to realign themselves to a new and positive learner 
identity. However, if during the course of their studies they are introduced to 
constructivist perspective and apply this to their learner identity as a 
'construction', the ability to de-construct and re-construct this identity maybe 
facilitated. Mezirow proposes that perspective transformation involves a new 
agenda for action, therefore 'adult' educators have a responsibility which 
gives 'adult' education a distinctive identity and meaning. However, although 
this approach does offer an alternative perspective for the role of the 
educator, it could be argued that there is too much emphasis placed on the 
assumption that dependency roles and relationships are culturally induced.
At the centre of Mezirow's theory there appears to be an underlying 
assumption that individuals are not consciously aware of the impact of culture 
on their attitudes and beliefs. Therefore, by introducing the concept of 
perspective transformation individuals' may become emancipated through 
self-reflection and a critical awareness of external process which contribute to 
our values, attitudes and beliefs. This approach does not however address
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how these may fluctuate and change at different periods in our lives.
Life Cycle Theory
Life cycle theory refers to research and methodologies, which involve the 
investigation and analysis of 'adult' development. The focus of enquiry is to 
discover underlying but distinct regularities over the lifespan, particularly after 
age 20 years. Stability and change are central themes whereby researchers 
investigate personality changes, patterns of socialisation, responses to major 
life events and coping strategies employed to deal with developmental tasks 
(Clausen, 1986).
Depending on what stage of life individuals return to HE, their psychosocial 
experience may be in conflict for different reasons. The decision to 
participate in HE may also be different according to psychosocial 
influences at different times in life. Gould (1980) measured 'adult' 
development against the individual's changing sense of time. He proposed 
that until the age of eighteen we are protected by our parents as well as 
constrained by them, believing that we will escape from the family world and 
this was described as being in a 'timeless capsule'. During the process of 
separation from parents around the age of eighteen, there appears to be an 
infinite amount of time ahead of us. This is on the basis that we are not 
suddenly snatched back to the restricted world of our childhood, which can 
be a substantial fear at that time. In Gould's view we tend to be more 
confident that we have separated from our family of origin when we reach our 
twenties, although a coherent early 'adult' life structure has not yet been
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formed. By the end of the twenties, he argued that our sense of time 
incorporates our 'adult' past as well as our future. A sense of urgency that 
time is running out is associated with the age thirty transition and Gould 
observed that this occurs between the mid-thirties and mid-forties. Gould 
argued that individuals become aware of their own mortality at this time 
thoughts of this are never far from consciousness. As a result of this, the 
quality of life becomes of great importance. In Gould's view, the thrust of 
'adult' development is towards a realisation and acceptance of ourselves as 
creators of our own lives and away from the assumption that the rules and 
standards of childhood determine our destiny. He suggested that 'adulthood' 
is a dynamic and changing time when we need to release ourselves from 
arbitrary internal constraints if we are to have an unfolding creative life. 
These internal constraints originated as the internal standards of childhood, 
which were instilled in us at home and school through socialisation. In the 
middle years of life, many individuals decide to restructure their lives in terms 
of priorities, deciding what is important for them in the years to come.
Jacques (1965) also focused on the issue of coming to terms with one's own 
mortality, Neuergarten (1965) identified 'growing interiority' as a basic 
process of the mid-life period and Jung (1972) saw mid-life as marking the 
onset of a new effort at individuation. This suggests that there maybe 
important differences in self-concept and life priorities between direct and re­
entry students. According to these views, students have different personal 
and life issues when making the transition to HE.
There are many studies, which link participation in 'adult' education with life
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cycle theory. Aslanian and Brickell (1980) developed a theory based on 
major lifespan theorists (e.g. Gould, 1980; Levinson, 1980; Neurgarten, 
1965; Vaillant, 1977 and Knox, 1977) and this focuses on the concept of 
transition. They argue that 'adults experience problems of disequilibrium 
when they move from one stage to a next. These transitions can be triggered 
by internal, psychobiological factors or by social and economic conditions. 
The move from one status in life to another requires the acquisition of new 
knowledge, new skills which may involve new attitudes and values. It also 
appears that individuals cope with transitions differently according to life 
events, which trigger the latent desire to learn. Tough (1968) suggested that 
'adult's see a benefit to be gained in moving from one status to another, the 
purpose of learning is therefore to facilitate this. All transitions are periods of 
the life cycle, which require learning, and there are certain conditions, which 
signal the arrival of those transitions. Tough argued that it is during these 
conditions that learning is most likely to occur or most desirable.
Havinghurst (1972) argued that life consists of a continuous series of tasks. 
When these are successfully learned, social approval brings rewards whilst 
failure to learn the tasks involves social disapproval and unhappiness. The 
outcome of this failure also involves difficulties with later tasks. Negative 
school experiences for example, may engender difficulties in later education 
experiences. Havinghurst (1972) argued that education fulfils developmental 
tasks, which involve two fundamental functions. The first refers to the 
'instrumental function' which involves an individual using education to 
accomplish an external goal. This may include the acquisition of a
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qualification to improve career prospects and the other refers to the 
'expressive function' in which the goal is in the process of learning itself. 
Aslanian and Brickell (1980) argue that women are likely to engage in 'adult' 
education in order to re-enter the job market as a result of divorce. However, 
Courtenay (1992) argues that this does not address the movement from a 
transition phase to the act of participating in formal education. London and 
Ewing (1982) further argued that developmental priorities and subsequent 
tasks are different depending on age 'cohorts'. Students whose first 
experience of education took place in the 1940s/1950s may have a very 
different approach and attitude to learning than students who completed their 
secondary education in the 1990s. The developmental priorities for students 
depending on their age cohort may, therefore, have an impact on their 
learning experiences. Although it may well be the case that age-related 
forces influence particular life paths, it would be erroneous to ignore the 
social and historical impact on these.
Social Cognition Theory
Social cognition theory focuses on how perceivers form mental 
representations of individuals and social events. Social cognition is related to 
a general information-processing framework, which is borrowed from 
cognitive psychology. Information processing involves the sequence of 
cognitive activities where information from the social world is combined with 
the perceivers' own knowledge to produce an interpretation or mental 
representation. Research in the area of social cognition refers to the self- 
concept as a 'cognitive schema'. Self-schemas are cognitive generalisations
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about the self which are derived from past experience that organise and 
guide the processing of self-related information (Markus, 1977). Therefore 
once we have formed an impression of what we are like, that belief system 
acts as a type of filter, thereby influencing how readily we receive or accept 
new information about ourselves.
Self-complexity studies which investigate self-concept, question whether 
each individual has a single self-schema which is active in all situations, or 
many self-schemas for different aspects of life. A woman college tutor, a 
mother and a social activist for example, may have very different self­
conceptions of herself in these different roles. Individuals who tend to think 
of themselves as fairly consistent across different situations and roles are low 
in self-complexity, whilst those who have different self-images for the different 
roles they play are high in self-complexity (Linville, 1987). Linville has 
hypothesised that individuals differ in the extent to which their self-concept is 
separately organised into 'substructures'. This dimension of the self-concept 
is interpreted as self-complexity. However, those who have different self- 
images for the different roles they play are seen to be high in self-complexity. 
Linville argues that self-complexity plays an important role in individuals' 
capacity to cope with stressful events. The extent to which a stressful event 
becomes devastating depends on how much the impact of self-image in one 
aspect of life spills over to other aspects. Failing an exam for example, or 
getting a low grade is a blow to academic self-concept, but depending on the 
self-complexity the impact of this may differ. The extent to which this has a 
negative effect on overall self-image may involve different attributions.
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Conclusions may involve feelings of being a bad person, or not quite the 
genius originally assumed. If there is high self-complexity this might act as a 
barrier to spillover effects, therefore the effects of a negative experience or 
event will be more contained with a less devastating effect overall. For 
individuals with low self-complexity the effects of failing an exam or getting 
low grades may spread to all aspects of the self. Linville argues that the 
buffer effects of self-complexity protects individuals from some of the severe 
consequences of stressful life experiences.
This approach rests on the assumption that the self is represented in terms of 
multiple cognitive structures, which are referred to, as 'self-aspects'. This 
assumption links to theories, which view the self as multi-faceted. Greater 
self-complexity involves having more self-aspects and maintaining greater 
distinctions among self-aspects. For example, if a student receives a low 
grade for an essay they may feel dejected. These negative feelings are likely 
to become associated with this person's 'student' self aspect. Activation of 
self-aspects spread from the originally activated self-aspect to associated 
self-aspects. Feelings and inferences associated with the originally activated 
self-aspect spill over and colour feelings and inferences regarding associated 
self-aspects. If this student plays competitive sport, their 'student' and 'sport' 
self-aspects may be closely related since they are both highly competitive 
and potentially stressful activities. Defeat by the essay may, therefore, spill 
over and lead them to conclude "competition brings out the worst in me" and 
make them feel worse about themselves as a sportsperson also. The more 
related the self-aspects are, the more likely thoughts and feelings about one,
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are to spill over to influence thoughts and feelings about the other. Since 
greater self-complexity involves having self-aspects, which are distinct from 
each other, people who are greater in self-complexity are less likely to be 
prone to spillover effects. Linville argued that when high self-complexity is 
present, thoughts and feelings evoked by events are likely to be confined to 
immediate self-aspects, therefore the greater the complexity, the fewer self­
aspects are affected by events and a greater number of self-aspects remain 
unaffected. Recently activated self-aspects include both those activated by 
recent events and those activated by the spillover process of other cognitive 
processes such as recalling past experiences. People who are low in seif- 
complexity experience greater mood s\wings and self-appraisal in response to 
life events. They, therefore, experience a more negative change in mood and 
self-appraisal following a negative event and a more positive change in mood 
and self-appraisal following a positive event (Linville, 1987).
A complex cognitive representation of the self moderates the adverse 
physical and mental health effects of stressful events. Major life events e.g. 
divorce, death of a partner, job loss etc. and an accumulation of minor 
problems are associated \with physical and mental health problems 
(Dohrenwend and Dohrenwend, 1978). Some individuals are more 
susceptible than others to stress and these individual differences in 
responses to stressful events have lead to researchers investigating factors, 
which moderate the relationship between stressful events and their negative 
effects. Cassel and Gore (1977) argued that social support can act as a 
buffer against stress. Other buffers include cognitive coping strategies, locus
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of control, private self-consciousness and hardiness. Markus and Nurious 
(1986) argued that as well as the different self-images that we may have for 
ourselves in the present, out self-concept may be extended to the kind of 
individuals we could imagine ourselves being in the future. The idea of 
possible selves can be traced back to William James (1890) who stated:
"In each kind of self men (sic) distinguish between the immediate and actual,
the remote and potential of all these wider, more potential selves, the potential
social self is the most interesting.... when for motives of honour and conscience I
brave the condemnation of my own family, club and 'set' I am always inwardly
strengthened in my course and steeled against the loss of my actual social self by 
the thought of other and possibly better judges than those whose verdict goes
against me now This self is the true, the intimate, the ultimate, the permanent Me
which I seek"
(James, 1890/1981. In A. J. Soyland, Psychology as Metaphor, P 148).
Possible selves are not simply extensions of the way we see ourselves in the
present since most individuals can imagine themselves as being quite 
different to how they are now, both in negative and positive ways. These 
alternative conceptions are important motivating functions (Markus and 
Nurius, 1986). If we can 'see' ourselves as successful it is easier to make the 
required effort to achieve success. Similarly if we can 'see' ourselves as 
poor, offensive or suffering a nervous breakdown, we may take more 
precautions to avoid these outcomes. Our ability to imagine possible future 
selves has strong effects on motivation and performance in the present 
(Ruvolo and Markus, 1992).
These ideas may be related to learning experiences in HE. High grades for 
example, do not necessarily facilitate positive changes in self-concept and 
evidence of academic achievement does not necessarily facilitate confidence 
in ability. Domination, rejection, severe punishment, minimal recognition of 
academic ability results in lowered self-esteem. If 'adults decide to
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participate in HE having had negative past experiences of education in terms 
of tuition and academic success, they are likely to bring with them negative 
self-concepts in relation to their ability. Many 'adults' enter HE having left 
school with few academic qualifications, perhaps terminating their formal 
education prior to taking A'Levels and some individuals have lived for many 
years with doubts about their academic ability. Some take Access courses, 
some take A-levels as a means of entering HE. Even though they may 
achieve high grades, they may not accept evidence that they are achieving.
If their personal construct is negative in relation to current academic 
achievements, it may be necessary to resolve the dissonance by holding on 
to established constructions of self.
Individuals bring with them to HE their individual characteristics and factors 
which reflect their point in the life cycle along with their developmental 
achievements. The environment in which their education takes place also 
influences them. The explanation of variance in the area of experiences in 
HE may attend more closely to the personal meanings which individuals 
attach to the signs and symbols that others also recognise. A goal for 
researchers would be to unpack two key factors. The first relates to the 
reason why and the ways individuals develop personal meaning and the 
second involves the ways in which these are shared with others. The 
development of cognitive sets or schemas about the social world involves 
interpretation and attributions, which are important considerations. I am now 
going to consider three specific forms of 'schemata' which involve 'relational', 
'situational' and 'state' knowledge structures which are based on prior
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experience. Their function is to organise the processing of past and future 
information and these could be drawn upon to explain some of the complex 
phenomenon involved in the undergraduate experience.
Relational Schemata
An important theoretical breakthrough in the past twenty years is the 
emerging construction of relational schemata. There is evidence to suggest 
that individuals are generally aware of their own characteristics both from 
self-observation and from feedback from others (Mabe and West, 1982).
Our own trait information is stored in self-schemata which involve knowledge 
structures about the self which organise and direct the processing of self 
relevant information regarding an individual's social experiences (Markus, 
1983). The individual is thought to actively construct hypotheses about the 
self from ongoing life events (e.g. I am intelligent, I am a failure). Self­
schemas develop around these aspects of the self, which become personally 
significant in the course of social interactions and self-schemata are likely to 
actively determine future education experiences. If an individual is defined 
as an 'under achiever', they may actively avoid education experiences. A key 
consideration is to acknowledge that human action cannot be adequately 
explained, interpreted or understood outside its' social context.
Situation Schemata
Situational knowledge enables individuals to enter or avoid situations 
selectively (Cody and McLaughlin, 1985). When we enter situations we may
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find them entirely consistent with our situational schemata. We may however 
find them somewhat inconsistent and requiring a situational update and 
redefinition. Alternatively they may be totally inconsistent thereby leading to 
confusion, disorientation and perhaps panic. Situational and relational 
schemata interact to produce relational change. This can be linked to a move 
into HE where there could be a difficulty in adjusting to a different learning 
context than school or access courses. At school, pupils are used to 
considerably more contact with their teachers than they experience with 
tutors in HE, particularly in the first few weeks at college. The emphasis in 
HE is on independent learning and students no longer attend lessons all day 
with constant supervision from their teachers. Instead they attend lectures 
and are expected to organise their own study time. At school, teachers are 
often addressed as 'Sir' or 'Miss', unlike University where tutors are more 
likely to be addressed by their first names. On one hand there is less 
formality, whilst on the other there is a more distant relationship with tutors at 
University compared to schools and access courses.
State Schemata
Our self-perceived psychological or physical state provides schema for 
evaluating our relationships. States are an individual's transitory physical or 
emotional conditions. Individuals feel and can report these transitory states 
and can provide labels for them e.g. happy, tired, unsociable. However, 
states are not the same as situations. States are internal and state schemata 
refer to internal sensory conditions, situations are external and situational 
schemata refer to external environments (Andersen, 1993). Therefore if
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individuals have developed internal 'states' about education in their initial 
experiences of a formal learning context at school, this maybe generalised to 
all formal learning 'situations'. For example, if an individual has developed a 
state schemata which involves negative feelings about learning, this maybe 
in conflict with a desire to learn in order to obtain high status employment 
later in life. The desire to learn maybe in conflict with their 'state' and 
'situational' schemata. Although it is unlikely that the experience in HE will 
involve the same teaching methods, since the emphasis is on the learner 
taking responsibility for their studies, the 'situation' or learning environment 
may trigger memories of past learning 'states'.
If children are able and willing to be receptive to the thought processes and 
actions of another, then learning may proceed. If they are not, then it seems 
unlikely that learning will follow (Wood, 1986). Three British long term follow 
up studies of cohorts of children spanning a quarter of a century of great 
social change investigated long-term and cross generational effects on the 
development of children (Wadsworth, 1986). In each social class, the 
parents who gave their children the most encouragement in their schoolwork 
also gave them the best care in infancy. Those children, who were 
encouraged by their parents to do better in their studies, did better in picture 
intelligence as well as reading, vocabulary and arithmetic. Parental interest 
and encouragement has been strongly associated with children's' 
achievement up to school leaving age (Douglas et al., 1968). In the cohort 
study, parental interest and encouragement was associated with educational 
success and failure at age 16 years (Hutchinson et al., 1979). These findings
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raise the question of another type of transmission and effect over time and 
this effect maybe maintained by reinforcement. Children who are particularly 
encouraged with schoolwork by their parents tend to achieve better results. 
This together with the approval and encouragement of teachers that such 
success brings helps to reinforce the child's self-image and future 
performance. In this perspective, it appears that a learner identity maybe 
'constructed' by external influences, which include parents and teachers. An 
alternative approach focuses on the role of the individual in their construction 
of knowledge.
Constructivist Learning Theory
Constructivist learning theory claims that the learner actively constructs 
knowledge. This assertion can however, be a misrepresentation and 
oversimplification of the reality, depending on the learning context. 
Constructivism has provided an important reconceptualization of learning, 
specifically in relation to providing children with more autonomy (agency) in 
the learning process. It is opposed to the traditional assumption of direct 
transfer of knowledge from teacher to student without an intervening 
'constructive' process.
The relationship between constructivism and agency in the learning process 
can vary greatly and relate to qualitatively different teaching methods. One 
dimension of Social Psychology, which takes a behaviourist perspective, 
views students as agents and not constructors of knowledge. In this 
approach, agency refers to the student being responsible for their own
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successes and failures at school. In a formal and compulsory learning context 
however, there are many forces in operation, which may promote or hinder 
effective learning. Although success and failure may reflect an individual’s 
'agency' it would be an over-simplification to ignore external influences on a 
learning experience. Interpersonal relationships with peers and teachers 
may positively or negatively impact on the learning experience and 
individuals cannot always be held responsible for the impact of these on 
success or failure. In addition, this approach does not take into account the 
impact of family or ‘significant others’ in the development of effective learning 
styles and approaches.
An alternative approach follows the principles of Piaget (1952), who viewed 
children as natural born scientists. They build a knowledge of the world by 
acting on it and trying to make sense of the results. In between these models 
of teaching is the Vygotskyan approach (1978), where the child and 'adult' 
are engaged in joint activities in a 'zone of proximal development'. The child 
functions as an agent in so far as the activities are concerned, whilst 
knowledge comes from the social interaction between the child and the more 
knowledgeable other. It could be argued that traditionally the behaviourist 
model has been employed and this has a bearing on students past education 
experiences in terms of age cohort effects. However, over the past 20 years 
educationalists have been concerned with giving children more active roles in 
school learning. Scardamelia and Bereiter (1991) argue that the kinds of 
competence required, if children are to function successfully as agents in 
their own education, needs to be monitored.
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Summary
The theories outlined in this chapter contribute to our understanding of 'adult' 
learning and identify components relative to self-direction and autonomy. 
These could be viewed as the characteristics or goals of 'adult' learning as 
well as the relationship between personal life experience and learning. They 
also emphasise the importance of reflection upon individual learning 
experiences. Few of the theories in this field however, have been empirically 
tested and none are supported by substantial research.
Cross (1981 ) argued that the lack of clarity as to what is needed in terms of a 
theory for 'adult' learning has resulted in researchers pursuing their own 
idiosyncratic interests. As a result of this, systematic enquiries where one 
study builds upon another have failed to develop. In response to this, the 
following chapter will provide a summary of research, which has emerged 
from a systematic review of the research literature in this field of enquiry.
This will form the basis of a research strategy, which will initially formulate 
questions arising from this review. These will be systematically tested and 
follow up studies will build upon the initial findings. This approach will 
attempt to move from an idiosyncratic to a holistic understanding of the 
student experience in the 1990s.
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CHAPTER II
An Illumination of Literature on the Student Experience: 
The Discovery of 'Artifacts' on the Journey So Far
INTRODUCTION
The extensive review of the literature has revealed a number of variables 
which will be examined in relation to the student experience in HE. There 
appears to have been a particular surge of research into student experiences 
during the 1970s and 1980s when there was a sharp increase in the numbers 
of students participating in HE (see Table 1, pp.2). This includes an 
identification of different students' characteristics according to whether they 
have come into HE straight from school (direct entry) or having had a break in 
their formal education (re-entry). Much of this literature focuses on re-entry 
students, particularly during this period, and this will also be addressed.
There also appears to be an emphasis on chronological age when 
investigating students experiences and this will be challenged since this tends 
to rest on age stereotypes and stratification. This type of approach rests on 
assumed differences according to age, rather than providing a coherent 
explanation and understanding of the complex phenomenon of the student 
experience in the 1990s. Gender differences will also be considered and the 
disproportionate amount of research into the experiences of re-entry females 
will be addressed. Learning does not take place in a vacuum and 
independent of wider life experiences, therefore in order to investigate the 
interrelationship between past and current life and education experiences, this
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chapter will examine key themes, which have emerged from the literature 
review.
Initially, research which has explored differences in experience for direct and 
re-entry students will be summarized. A central theme for direct entry 
students involves moving away from home and living in Halls, however the 
key issues which emerge for re-entry students appears to involve negative 
experiences of school and low confidence in academic ability. In light of the 
emphasis placed on school experiences in relation of current experiences, 
research on past experiences of school will be reviewed. Research on the 
experience of evaluation will also be summarized in light of past education 
experiences. This will be followed by a summary of an established body of 
literature, which investigates reasons to participate in continuing, further or 
HE. This is often described as 'Motivational Orientation Research' or 'The 
Psychology of Motive'.
Current experiences of HE will include research, which has investigated self­
esteem, academic self-concept, academic stress and the transition to college. 
Literature on friendship and social support both in the past and the present 
will also be examined in relation to coping strategies at college.
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student Characteristics and Definitions
'"Tis education fomns the common mind,
Just as the twig is bent, the tree's inclin'd".
(Epistles to Several Persons. Ep.i. To Lord Cobham (1734) 1.149
In Concise Oxford Dictionary of Quotations).
Kurland (1978) identified more than thirty terms to describe groups of students 
who are differentiated by age. These include, 'nontraditional' and 'traditional' 
students, 'school leavers' and 'mature students', 'direct' and 're-entry 
students, 'mature students' and 'adult learners'. Current demographics, 
however, indicate that the term 'non-traditional' is no longer an appropriate 
term for those who have had a break in their formal education. This is due to 
the increased numbers of re-entry students in HE, which reflects a 'normative' 
trend in the 1990s. Another problem with some of these terms refers to a 
covert message when referring to 'mature' students. This suggests that there 
is perhaps a group of students in HE who are 'immature'. It could be argued 
therefore that with some of these terms, which categorize students by age 
may project value judgements, which promote stereotyping. Literature in this 
field frequently identifies differences in student experience according to 
chronological age however, it would seem inappropriate to categorize a group 
of students by age stratification unless they can be identified as being a 
different' group for some other educational reasons. The origin of the 
'labelling' of older students was economic and therefore an administrative 
innovation. If however, research is to inform practitioners in the appropriate 
provision for this 'discrete' group of students, it would seem of paramount 
importance to move away from assumed differences and make an attempt to 
operationalise the concept of 'adult learners'.
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Linville (1982) examined the relationship between the complexity of 
knowledge structures and the extremity of evaluative judgements about 
different groups of individuals. This has implications for stereotyping in 
different contexts. For example, when there is little information available 
except the age of an individual, it appears that people are often more negative 
in their attitudes toward older persons than toward younger persons. Social 
stratification highlights a central question which needs to be addressed in 
relation to the experience of re-entry students. Assumptions about age 
differences in relation to students, promotes stereotypes about age in our 
society rather than offering an explanation or understanding about their 
experience of learning. Although all students share the same learning 
conditions, there maybe internal and external factors, which may impact 
negatively or positively on the learning, experience. These may also impact 
differently on individuals according to their perceptions, expectations, past 
experiences and needs. It may be more informative to know that a student 
is recently divorced, the parent of an adolescent child or recently left home for 
the first time than simply to be told that they are fifty or nineteen years old 
(Schlossberg, 1987).
If educators have identified re-entry students as being different to direct entry 
students, it would be important for researchers in this field, to provide 
evidence to support the existence of a discrete group of students. If there are 
differences, then it becomes important for establishments of HE to be aware 
of these. Teaching practice, facilities and attitudes may need to be examined 
to ensure that this 'discrete' group of students experience in HE is
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appropriately understood by those involved with their education and pastoral 
care. Boshier (1985) acknowledges that in the early stages of any scientific 
endeavor it is important to describe and define the phenomenon of interest.
In this case the 'adult learner' as a concept needs to be operationalized to 
ensure that the validity of the research is addressed. Age stratification in our 
society is an important consideration and research, which is based on 
assumptions and value judgements maybe flawed at the outset. However, 
there are clearly some differences in experiences for undergraduates, 
depending on whether individuals are leaving home for the first time or 
mediating domestic and student demands. I will now outline different 
research which has identified particular phenomenon which are associated 
with direct entry, then re-entry students.
Direct-entry Students
The nature of student life has been significantly altered, not least by the 
patterns of recruitment so that the experiences of all students have a different 
character. Direct entry students may experience problems of transition into 
HE, which may involve homesickness, it may also involve more complex sets 
of possibly conflicting emotions. Although the literature frequently focuses on 
specific student experiences in relation to re-entry students, these may also 
apply to direct-entry students although the sources of the problems may be 
different.
Homesickness is a concurrent negative experience for some direct entry 
students. Eurelings-Bontekoe et al. (1994) identified a number of personality
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traits, which may lead to difficulties in adapting to new environments and 
these include low assertiveness and lack of social skills. It was argued 
however, that these factors are not a sufficient condition for the development 
of homesickness in adulthood. Fisher (1989) predicted that both personality 
and behavioural characteristics of the individual and also the characteristics of 
the new environment influence the intensity of homesickness. Homesickness 
is described as a depressive reaction to leaving a familiar environment which 
is characterized by ruminative reflections about home and a desire to go back 
to that familiar environment (Baier and Welch, 1992). This is not necessarily 
restricted to 'home' or family, since many students have developed close 
friendships and the move to college means leaving these behind. For some 
students therefore, there may be some relief at being away from home mixed 
with the challenge of developing new social networks, which particularly at the 
outset may involve a pressure to socialize and this may conflict with pressures 
of work (Thurber, 1995). In addition, the development of skills in the 
management of finance, particularly with the introduction of student loans, can 
also take time to master. In light of the financial burden associated with the 
student experience in HE, students are more likely to examine value for 
money and look for fast or flexible provision in order to make way for paid 
work simultaneously in order to pay bills. In terms of study skills, direct-entry 
students have come from an education, which is fundamentally different from 
that which the majority of university staff experienced as undergraduates. For 
example, GNVQs, studied by 16-18 year olds now produces cohorts of 
students with distinct skills and experiences, one of which may involve 
computer literacy (Deere, 1993). It could be argued therefore, that the
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technological dimension to study at university maybe less challenging for this 
group of students than for those who have no experience with computers prior 
to the degree.
College life involves intricate interpersonal relationships and these are often 
particularly poignant when students are living in Halls where they may find 
themselves having high levels of contact with relative strangers at the outset. 
Those who cope with this successfully, often appear to adjust to overall 
college life more effectively (Lovejoy et al., 1995). The degree of satisfaction 
with roommates in Halls of residence is therefore associated with perceived 
quality of overall college experience, students academic performance (Pace, 
1970) and psychological adjustment (Waldo, 1984). When relationships 
between roommates are unsuccessful, this maybe disruptive for the students 
involved. Carli et al. (1991 ) found that randomly assigned roommates who 
were dissimilar in their social skills and maturity, later reported less 
satisfaction with their relationships and less likelihood of wanting to live 
together in the following year. It was argued that students with similar 
characteristics and similar study habits were more likely to have successful 
relationships and participate in similar activities. Fleming et al. (1991) 
undertook a survey to predict perceived satisfaction with and shared activities 
in roommate relationships. This successfully predicted roommate breakups 
later that semester. Those which broke up due to interpersonal conflict, 
reported significantly less satisfaction and fewer shared activities than those 
who stayed together. Lovejoy et al. (1995) partially replicated this study and 
concluded that high-risk roommate relationships can be identified early in the
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academic year by asking students about their satisfaction with their roommate 
relationship. This would enhance roommate satisfaction and also help 
students to cope with high-conflict relationships, which may disrupt their 
academic and social lives. It would appear therefore that social and 
interpersonal experiences which need to be balanced with studying maybe 
qualitatively different for direct and re-entry students. This now moves the 
focus of attention to re-entry students who may have a set of different 
priorities whilst studying for the degree.
Re-Entry Students
Krager and Wrenn (1990) argued that students who enter college from routes 
other than schools are often described as 'different' in some ways than those 
students who come from school at eighteen years. If there has been a gap 
between school and participation in HE, there maybe reduced academic self- 
concept due to a number of factors. Re-entry students are often unhappy 
about their previous educational experiences and tend to be 'out-of-step' with 
their human environment. They also tend to have high levels of motivation in 
terms of learning and achieving (Hopper and Osbourne, 1975). Edwards 
(1993) argued however, that the conditions, which motivate re-entry students 
to return to HE, are often undesirable. Depending on what stage of life 
individuals decide to participate in HE, their psychosocial problems at that 
time maybe in conflict for different reasons. Wamock (1988) argued that re­
entry students should not be treated just like 'ordinary' undergraduates, 
differentiated only by their age, since they are not deemed to be eighteen- 
year-olds.
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During the undergraduate years there may be progressive levels of attrition 
and an unexpected outcome of HE may involve lowered levels of self-esteem, 
high levels of stress and identity confusion (Peelo, 1994). The more years 
between school and participation in HE the more difficult it may be to feel 
supported in the desire to receive college education (Krager and Wrenn,
1990). Re-entry students may have an advantage over direct entry students 
in some respects, since they are not having to learn to function on their own 
for the first time (Richter-Antion, 1986). Typical student problems used to 
include examination stress and homesickness and until relatively recently, 
student advisers were largely concerned with these types of problems. Re­
entry students may, however, present problems of a different order and these 
are likely to include parental responsibilities, relationships and problems of 
childcare and travel arrangements. In addition, some re-entry students try to 
continue with courses of study whilst experiencing the breakdown of their own 
marriages (Edwards, 1993).
Characteristics of Re-entry Students
Hopper and Osbourne (1975) observed that adult students in HE tend to have 
pursued inconsistent educational routes. This refers to individuals who 
initially achieve and subsequently underachieve or alternatively those who 
initially under-achieve then progress with their educational endeavors 
successfully. This may refer to individuals who were initially selected for 
grammar school and left with no A' levels. The reverse refers to individuals 
who were not initially selected for grammar school and attended secondary
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modem schools then continue to attain O'levels. Woodley et al. (1987) 
however, found that half of the adult students in their study had left grammar 
school with at least one A'level pass and at least half of those who went to 
secondary modern schools left with no formal qualifications. It is important to 
note however, that Woodley's study was undertaken ten years after the 
research undertaken by Hopper and Osbourne. In 1975 there were 
considerably less re-entry students participating in Continuing, Further and 
HE than in 1987 when Woodley et al. undertook their research. Sample 
differences may therefore account for some of the different outcomes of this 
research.
A consistent theme in the literature refers to re-entry students having low 
esteem in their academic ability. Re-entry students often have wide life 
experience and knowledge of the world, however Daines (1992) argued that 
adults are likely to lack confidence in themselves as learners and to 
underestimate their own powers. They tend to be over anxious and avoid the 
risk of making mistakes since they do not want to appear foolish and do not 
want to fail. Daines suggested that these reactions maybe particularly 
prevalent in students who have had poor experiences of learning at school 
and also relates to the phenomenon of 'error terror" (Raaheim and 
Wankowski, 1991). These negative responses to HE are likely to be strongly 
felt by students who have had lifelong experiences of inequality and prejudice. 
These feelings of anxiety may be exacerbated in learning environments, 
which are overtly competitive and hostile. Daines argues that adults are likely 
to learn more effectively when learning tasks are seen to be relevant,
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meaningful, interesting and useful. They also expect to be treated with the 
respect and the equality of adulthood. This does however assume that adults 
have experienced respect and equality in their adult life when this is not 
always the case. Richter- Antion (1986) identified a number of factors, which 
distinguish re-entry students from direct entry students. These include a 
greater sense of purpose and better understanding of the financial and time 
commitments required in HE. They also have a diversity of life experiences 
and a broader concept of social responsibility.
Other population descriptors have included stronger commitments to 
educational goals, a better concept of time, greater self-direction, 
responsibility and motivation. They appear to have a greater sense of self 
and more experience of informal learning i.e. TV, social activities and 
newspapers (Martin, 1988; Silling, 1984; Swift, Colving & Mills, 1987). The 
decision to participate in HE may often result in some sacrifice with regard to 
family, work, leisure and finance. In addition, there may also be some 
confusion about relating to authority and questioning of their academic and 
personal skills (Aslanian and Pollack, 1983).
It could be argued however, that some of the above observations could be 
applied to all students, independent of chronological age, depending on their 
education and life experiences prior to entering HE.
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The Impact o f Prior Learning Experiences on lea rne r identity 
Until relatively recently, HE was primarily noted for its examination of learning, 
however, this position is changing radically. Academic values and 
assumptions are not independent of the social context and are being 
challenged on a number of issues. King (1993) for example, investigated re­
entry students prior experiences of learning and how these may relate to their 
experiences of studying at degree level. She also explored how different 
dimensions of personal identity interact with particular learning contexts and 
whether these positively or negatively impacted on learner identities. King 
found that most participants had not attained the academic qualifications for 
HE when at school. Earlier 'painful experiences' which were associated with 
their resultant learner identity had frequently hindered their intellectual 
development and caused damage to their overall sense of self. It seemed 
that they had developed an inner drive to prove themselves and used HE as 
an external validator. King argues that if access to HE is to continue 
successfully, it is important to listen to the accounts of re-entry students in 
relation to processes, boundaries and the struggles involved in developing a 
positive learner identity (King, 1993).
The current student population in HE includes both males and females as well 
as students of different ages who study together and not in isolation from 
each other. It would therefore seem appropriate to ensure that all voices are 
heard. The following section will examine the literature on gender differences 
in the student experience and this may provide a more holistic picture of the 
student experience in HE in the 1990s.
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Gender
"The whole education of women ought to be relative to men. To please them, to be useful to 
them, to make themselves loved and honoured by them, to educate them when young, to 
care for them when grown, to counsel them, to console them and to make life sweet and 
agreeable to them - these are the duties of women at all times and what should be taught 
them from their infancy"
(Jean-Jacques Rousseau, In The Production of Social Divisions’, Gender & Class, Prepared 
for the Course Team by Helen Lentell, 1982, The Open University, p.9)
The above quotation seems to encapsulate some of the roots of socialization 
for some women. If these ideas have been internalized historically, then a 
move away from these roles may engender fears about inadequacies and 
loss of recognition for 'effective' female functioning.
There is much literature, which examines female issues and very little which 
focuses on male experiences in Continuing, Further and HE. This may be due 
to the large numbers of female students who came into HE in the early 1990s 
and have now gone on to do research in this area. The development of 
womens' studies courses which take a feminist perspective on many issues in 
education may also explain this gender imbalance in the literature.
Research, which characterizes women adult learners as a homogenous group 
however, ignores important differences in the various subpopulations e.g. 
family women and career women need to be acknowledged in research. This 
also applies to male and ethnic minority subpopulations (Adelstein, Sedlacek 
& Martinez, 1983). It could be argued however, that by studying discrete 
groups of students this rests on assumptions about differences prior to the 
investigation.
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Females
Swift et al. (1987) identified some characteristics of women returning to 
education and found that the majority were in their early 30s and had spent 
several years involved with family commitments. They were usually married 
to educated and employed spouses and had at least one child. Their reasons 
to participate were often influenced by the encouragement of friends or family 
and the availability of financial resources. This does not however, appear to 
address the underlying motivation to participate. Although students may be 
encouraged to participate, research needs to establish a more sensitive 
indication of why they decide to undertake full time study. On return to 
college however, their problems may be increased because of limited financial 
resources, limits on time, lack of effective study skills and the need to employ 
childcare. The decision to enroll is often aimed at solving financial problems 
in the long term, however they may discover that the cost of being a student is 
too hard to manage, even though for a relatively short time (Hooper & March,
1980). In light of these difficulties, there appears to be a lack of personal and 
career counselling, creche facilities and social life for parents who participate 
in HE.
Hooper and March (1980) identified some characteristics of a particular group 
of women which they called 'displaced homemakers' and compared them to a 
larger population of women returning to college. The concept of displaced 
homemakers when referred to in the literature, are included as part of a 
homogenous group who may be divorced, single or separated and constitute 
a small percentage of those included in the research. Their particular needs
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receive superficial attention and there is limited information available for those 
working with this group of learners. During their years as homemakers they 
were in a role which does not enhance job prospects. If they divorce or 
separate from long-term relationships, having been homemakers over a long 
period, this has consequences for their financial and personal security. Some 
of the problems identified appeared to be unique to this particular group. In 
general they tended to feel isolated from the rest of society and therefore 
needed support. Employment had become a necessity and re-entry into the 
job market without training and skills required to secure a high paying 
position, was an incentive to study. Without this they would only be hired for 
low paid and low status work. Swift et al. (1987) identified specific needs, 
which were expressed by displaced homemakers, and the most frequently 
mentioned needs included skills training for work, career guidance, building 
on self-confidence and life direction counselling respectively. It was 
suggested that counsellors, as a starting point in creating programmes to 
assist displaced homemakers, could usefully adopt the results of this 
research. Swift et al. argued that although enrolment is the first step, the 
achievement of personal and professional success requires specialist skills 
and understanding from colleges and universities.
Swift et al. (1987) used the term 'displaced homemakers' to describe women 
who had been primarily involved with domestic responsibilities and divorced 
or separated from their partners. Swift et al. continued to argue that contrary 
to most of the literature, which describes adult female students as a 
homogenous group, 'displaced homemakers' may have different
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characteristics than the larger group of 'nontraditional' women learners. They 
advocate further research to determine whether there are varying 
characteristics amongst this group. If displaced homemakers are different 
from the majority of women returning to education, the findings could inform 
tutors and counsellors who work with this group of students.
Berry (1995) investigated the experiences of direct entry female students in 
relation to financial and personal security, housing and their emotional health. 
The findings revealed that there was a need to ensure that there are enough 
female tutors to provide women students with the option of a woman tutor, 
and also to acknowledge that women students may experience academic 
difficulties which they may find difficult to raise with male tutors. There was 
also evidence of severe financial hardship on some students. In terms of 
safety, between a quarter and a half of the students in the study did not feel 
safe within the university or in urban areas around the university when 
travelling in or out of campus. Although the majority of students reported good 
physical health, there was a high incidence of personal and emotional 
distress. The levels of stress, depression and eating disorders gave grounds 
for considerable concern. It appeared that high achievers suffered 
particularly from stress (Cooper et al., 1988). Berry (1995) argues that further 
research is needed to investigate the impact of the social context upon 
learning and achievement of women students and what care and support 
women students need. In the past, particularly in psychology there was a bias 
towards males in psychological research, there appears now to be a 
compensation for that in this field of inquiry. It would however, be negligent to
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ignore that men have their own agendas when coming back into formal 
education having had a break.
Gender Differences
Much research has been undertaken into the domestic pressures experienced 
by women students and the detrimental effects this may have on academic 
performance (Edwards, 1990). However, the function of parenting was 
assumed to be that of mothers until relatively recently when research began 
to examine men in the domestic sphere in their role as fathers (McKee & 
O'Brien, 1982; Lewis & O'Brien, 1987). Although gender is an important 
determinant of individuals' behaviour, there is a tendency to take gender in 
certain roles for granted. Male stereotypes therefore, are promoted but not 
verified in terms of their own experiences. Research in the field of student 
experience mostly assumes re-entry students to be female and very few 
researchers have investigated how the experience of full-time education 
impacts on male re-entry students. Maynard and Pearsall (1994) conducted 
a study of re-entry full-time undergraduate students in HE to investigate the 
extent to which domestic commitments interfered with their studies. They also 
explored how personal transformation on entering HE was experienced by 
male students and how this impacted on their personal relationships with 
partners and/or friendships. The findings revealed significant differences 
between male and female re-entry students, although these were explained 
by their life experiences prior to entering HE and the extent to which family 
commitments influenced their lives in HE. These need to be examined for all 
students if a holistic understanding of the experience of being an
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undergraduate student is to be explained and understood rather than left at a 
descriptive level. All respondents referred to their previous lives as being 
limiting, frustrating and unsatisfying. Whilst men however, focused primarily 
on their previous paid employment, the women described their primary 
occupation prior to studying as managing the home and/or parenting.
Although both men and women sought escape from their former life 
experience, for women the goal was to secure paid employment, which would 
involve increased status and reduction in economic dependence. For men, 
having already experienced paid employment, their motives for participating in 
HE were less defined. It appeared that men were more likely than women to 
view HE as an end in itself and were less optimistic that they would find paid 
employment which would have some personal value after graduation.
Although it is likely that economic recession probably influenced their 
responses, the men doubted whether the workplace could provide the same 
level of personal satisfaction as the degree. Whilst the men had foregone 
their principal occupation on entering HE, the majority of women whose 
principal occupation was domestic responsibility, found themselves in dual 
roles. The married men therefore regarded their academic work as a 
substitute for their previous occupation, although they tended to also become 
more active in the domestic sphere. The married women however, during 
their studies, became ambivalent about how they defined their principal 
occupation. Most prioritized both their domestic responsibilities and studies 
depending on which demanded most at any given time. In contrast, men 
were able to commit themselves more to their student lives both academically 
and socially. Although this did not appear to negatively impact on womens'
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academic performance, some indicated that this had a negative impact on 
their overall experience of HE. It also appeared that although both men and 
women experienced stress during their studies, the nature and intensity of this 
was different. Maynard and Pearsall observed that their findings supported 
those of Whittaker (1992) which indicated that twice as many female re-entry 
students as men expressed concern about non-academic problems such as 
family stresses. This research into the experiences of male and female re­
entry students appeared to reinforce the emergent theme of the struggle of 
female students who have domestic responsibilities. These commitments are 
ongoing and only become problematic when the academic timetable is 
particularly demanding. Although the majority of female students in the study 
showed much resilience in coping strategies, Maynard and Pearsall (1994) 
argue that they are sometimes not only unnecessarily burdened by the lack of 
support from their partners, friends and families but by the ignorance of many 
HE institutes of their needs. Although there is a responsibility for 
establishments of HE in relation to students who may have special needs, it is 
however, also the responsibility of students to be aware of their own issues 
which may positively or negatively impact on their lives as students. When 
the going gets tough, external attributions may involve the casting of blame to 
HE rather than acknowledging their own 'baggage' which may be hindering 
the quality of different facets of the undergraduate experience. There is 
therefore, a need to examine the experiences which may contribute to 
'baggage' which may involve disequilibrium during the experience of the 
degree.
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Peelo (1994) acknowledged that both men and women bring their prior 
experiences and expectations of learning to university and that learning is 
both an emotional and intellectual matter. Personal contacts and 
relationships have an important impact on how study difficulties and crises are 
overcome. Historically, help is only provided when problems arise, therefore 
students become 'problematized' and referred to an expert, however, Peelo 
argues that preventative measures are preferable. With the increase in 
student numbers there are less staff available and this may lead to a 
frustrating, isolated and disappointing experience for undergraduates. There 
is also reduced time available for tutors to facilitate the building of confidence 
required to meet academic challenges. The adoption of a student-centred 
approach would, therefore, help students to develop their own resources and 
learn to study with confidence by getting to know themselves better as 
learners. Past experiences of learning may have a positive or negative 
impact on current experiences in HE. If these can be identified, the possibility 
of maintaining a positive learner identity or offloading a negative learner 
identity may facilitate a successful and productive experience as an 
undergraduate student. If school experiences impact on current experiences 
in HE, research which investigates this may illuminate the 'roots' of equilibrium 
or disequilibrium for undergraduate students.
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Past School Experiences
"There is no such whetstone, to sharpen a good wit and encourage a 
will to learning, as is praise"
(Roger Aschan, 1515-1568, In Oxford Dictionary of Quotations,
The Schoolmaster, (1570), p.1)
Rothenberg (1994) examined the development and practice of teachers in 
relation to their understanding and insight into teaching practice. Emergent 
themes were identified from essays written about memories of past school 
experiences by undergraduate and postgraduate student teachers. The key 
themes involved positive and negative experiences which related to academic 
challenges and successes, failures and humiliation, competition and fairness, 
assessment and transitions. Rothenberg referred to 'ghosts' of memory and 
the focus of inquiry involved an examination of how these experiences may 
influence the way in which these students performed as teachers. Although 
she argued that memories are not objective truths since they may be 
reconstructions, they have a personal truth upon which belief systems are 
built. Rothenberg's study rests on a theoretical assumption that knowledge of 
one's belief system, insight and reflection are essential components of good 
teaching. This refers to a constructivist position which involves changing and 
improving belief systems which individuals have developed over time. 
Rothenberg refers to 'insightful constructivism' and this relates to a continuous 
process of learning about the self in relation to the classroom and course 
curriculum content (Combs et al., 1974). This could be linked to constructivist 
learning theory as discussed in Chapter I, where it is argued that knowledge is 
actively constructed by the learner. It could be argued however that a 
particular learner identity is constructed in early formative education 
experiences. Although this may appear to be fixed and relatively stable as in 
the world of nature, schooling is part of the world of culture which is constantly 
changing and flexible (Mead, 1934). It is possible, therefore, to re-construct a 
different learner identity if necessary for effective academic progress.
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Lortie (1975) undertook a sociological study on school teachers and 
commented on the nature of experience school teachers have had at school 
themselves and how difficult it is to assess the impact this has on their own 
teaching practice. He acknowledged that teachers have internalized their own 
school experiences which have a substantial emotional impact. Lortie argued 
that student teachers learn intuitively and imitatively rather than explicitly and 
analytically, therefore teaching is based on individual personalities rather than 
pedagogical principles. General features, which emerged from this study, 
included both positive and negative outcomes. It appeared that the 
enjoyment of learning was the most frequently cited positive element in the 
context of studying. This was sometimes attributed to a teacher, although 
there was also reference to the individuals' own activities or newly discovered 
abilities. The most negative experiences discussed were less likely to involve 
failure than humiliation. It also appeared that competition, comparisons with 
peers or siblings and group activities were often cited for both the best and 
worst memories. In terms of success and failure, positive experiences 
included mastery of the material and feelings of becoming competent. 
Negative experiences were due to lack of mastery, which was often attributed 
to poor teaching. Many of the memories of success and failure focused on 
issues involving the development of initiative, competence and identity.
Empowerment is an important aspect of many education establishments and 
questions about the restructuring of schools often address the empowerment 
of teachers, administrators and students. There are a number of studies (e.g. 
Short, Greer and Michael, 1991) which have identified some critical themes 
which have arisen from the efforts to create empowered schools. These 
include trust, communication, structures for involvement, risk taking and 
critical incidents (Short et al., 1991). It seems that the ethos of education is
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qualitatively different in the 1900s compared to fifty years ago where attitudes 
to children, corporal punishment, authoritarian power relationships etc. have 
changed over time. Direct and re-entry students are in different age cohorts 
and for re-entry students, memories of formal education are, perhaps, more 
likely to reflect punitive experiences of learning than students who completed 
their education more recently.
Depending on past experiences of education, students current experiences 
may be influenced by 'baggage'. If individuals have 'learned' they are low in 
academic ability through authoritarian and punitive methods of teaching in the 
past, low academic self-concept may have an impact on self-esteem and 
experiences of studying. There could be an age cohort effect, as already 
argued earlier, due to changes in teaching methods over the last thirty years, 
therefore differences may be found in students' current experiences of 
education dependent on age. This may highlight subtle and identifiable 
differences in student needs in terms of 'unlearning' past negative education 
experiences. High levels of motivation and anxious or 'perfectionist' 
approaches to learning may involve 'barriers' to progress both psychologically 
and academically. One of these barriers may involve perceptions about 
academic ability in relation to the experience of coursework evaluation. 
Depending on whether an individual is confident or has doubts about their 
academic ability, their responses to the evaluation of coursework may be 
different.
Experience of Evaluation
In a small study undertaken by Challis (1976) a semi-structured interview was 
used to investigate the experiences of re-entry students. Prior to joining the 
course, they suffered considerable doubts about their ability to cope with
64
degree level study and these anxieties persisted throughout their first year, in 
terms of workload, it appeared that whilst direct entry students worried about 
the amount of work expected, re-entry students took their failure to organize 
work as a sign of their own inability. Re-entry students anxieties about their 
academic competence was also explored and without exception, all re-entry 
students approved of periodic assessment and wanted this to be given priority 
over examinations. The re-entry students generally found the first periodic 
assessed essays worrying, but not as much as examinations. One of their 
anxieties involved concern about judgements and detailed comment (Challis, 
1976). In addition, the anxieties experienced by re-entry students about 
inadequacy, failure and lack of confidence in their own academic abilities 
came from their past experiences as well as their present condition. It 
appeared that previous experience of education was no guarantee of 
confidence, and in many cases, their previous education had not been 
completed successfully. Although some direct-entry students lacked 
confidence when faced with evaluation of their work, their anxiety appeared to 
be less marked than for re-entry students. This was explained in terms of 
shared experiences with their contemporaries. If they were in a similar 
position, they may simply see this as part of 'growing up'.
Motivation to Participate in HE
Adult, Continuing, Further and HE place much emphasis on programme 
planning in order to satisfy the needs of students. There have been attempts 
therefore to compare programme content and the reasons that individuals 
decide to enroll for courses.
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Motivational Orientation Research (The Psychology of Motive)
The notion that 'adults' continue to grow and change over the lifespan, which 
may involve an interest in learning, is a central theme of research which 
examines adults' motivations for learning. Motivational approaches to 'adult' 
learning argue that the motivation to learn in adulthood arises from the 
developmental tasks which adults are expected to perform, the social roles 
they occupy and the changes they encounter in occupation, family and life 
position. Although there is a substantial body of knowledge in the area of 
Motivational Orientation, this largely refers to participants in Continuing and 
Further education and not specifically HE. Houle (1961 ) developed a typology 
which is widely cited in the literature, but clearly stated that this was not 
applicable to students in HE, since he regarded undergraduates as a 'special 
group' of learners. Houle's typology proposed that adult participants in further 
education were goal, activity or learning oriented. Houle did not however, 
explain why he felt that students in HE were special, therefore it would be 
useful to examine this assertion. 'Goal oriented' referred to an instrumental 
approach, which involves a means to an end and the decision to acquire new 
skills to improve career prospects. 'Activity oriented' identified those who had 
a desire to escape from unhappy relationships or boredom with personal 
friendships or work, thereby seeking to find others of a like mind. 'Learning 
Oriented' involved a desire to learn for the enjoyment of learning itself. 
Although this typology is often cited in the literature, Houle himself 
acknowledged that there were fundamental flaws in the design of his initial 
research and one of these involved interviews with a small sample of 22 
participants. Since the development of this typology a considerable body of 
research has developed and with only few exceptions, most factors identified 
by motivational orientation researchers appear to support the existence of the 
structure of Houle's original typology. There have been modifications made to
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these orientations where the 'learning orientation has become 'learning 
oriented' (Sheffield, 1962) and 'cognitive interest' (Morstain and Smart, 1974). 
The 'goal orientation' has been divided into 'personal goal' and 'societal goal' 
(Sheffield, 1962) which respectively became 'professional advancement and 
social welfare' (Morstain and Smart, 1974). The 'activity orientation' became 
'desire activity' and 'need activity oriented' (Sheffield, 1962) which respectively 
became 'social relations' and 'escape/stimulation' (Morstain and Smart, 1974). 
Many studies appear to indicate that motivations to participate are complex 
and individual, however, it seems that the most common motivation for adults 
to return to education involves a life change event or transition (Knox, 1977).
Boshier's (1987) work around persistence and dropout is probably the most 
rigorous and highly developed work in the area of participation in adult 
education. Boshier developed the 'Education Participation Scale' (EPS) which 
measures motivations to participate and he argues that since the 
development of the 'A'-Form which replaced the original 'F'-Form the 
Education Participation Scale has no relationship with Houle's typology. It 
could be argued however, that there is still evidence of the goal, activity and 
learning orientations in the EPS. Boshier undertook factor analysis on the 
original EPS F-Form and revealed seven factors which include 
communication improvement, social contact, education preparation, 
professional advancement (Houle's 'goal orientation), family togetherness, 
social stimulation (Houle's 'activity orientation') and cognitive interest (Houle's 
'learning orientation').
Although the EPS was designed for students in Continuing and Further 
education, four of these orientations were also relevant for students in HE and 
these included factors relating to social contact, which involves a desire to
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meet people with similar interests. Professional advancement refers to the 
need to improve career prospects, social stimulation is a desire to move away 
from boring work or an unhappy relationship and cognitive interest is the 
desire to learn simply for the joy of learning itself. Amongst other background 
variables, Boshier also investigated age and gender differences in motivations 
to participate in 'adult' education. The findings revealed that men were more 
likely to be motivated by social contact than cognitive interest than were 
women. In addition, there was evidence to show that women were more likely 
to be motivated by cognitive interest than were then men. Hooper and 
Traupmann (1984) and St. Pierre (1989) found that males were more likely to 
participate for career goals than females. Overall, for the four motivations 
relevant to the current research professional advancement was the most 
frequently mentioned followed by Cognitive Interest, Social Contact and 
Social Stimulation. It also appeared that the Education Participation Scale 
found more gender than age differences.
The 'social stimulation' motivation may be associated with another 
phenomenon identified by Formanek and Gurian (1987) who argued that 
feelings of depression or anger may ultimately motivate women to move in the 
direction of positive change. It would seem therefore that depression may 
serve a crucial purpose in determining some individuals' motivation to 
participate in HE. In many ways, women learn that their own ambition, 
achievement and self-enhancement will hurt and threaten others rather than 
strengthen and consolidate their most important ties. Self-sacrifice and self­
betrayal are often culturally prescribed for women and have strong roots in 
previous generations. The ways in which some women have suffered from 
the traditional structure of marriage and motherhood have been well 
documented by scholars from numerous disciplines (Bernard, 1973; Carmen,
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Russo and Miller, 1981; Rich, 1976). Family structure and societal structure 
form a circular self-perpetuating downward spiraling cycle (Lerner, 1978).
The more women are blocked from proceeding with their own growth and 
excluded from positions of power and authority outside the home, the more 
they may become excessively child-focused. Women may tacitly support 
restrictive and oppressive cultural arrangements and remain willing to "de- 
s e lf themselves by avoiding and suppressing areas of activity and 
competence that threaten men. If depression is rooted in economic 
dependency, the successful completion of a degree may provide an 
opportunity to become self-sufficient thereby lifting depression and moving 
forward with increased self-esteem. During the degree course there may be 
feelings of guilt around a changing an empowered identity which may be 
perceived as a threat to male partners. For some women, the impact of 
marriage on economic dependence can have negative effects on self-esteem. 
Women who have been in patriarchal marriages may have become 'over' 
functioning and 'over* responsible in the domestic scene may be fearful about 
coming out of the marriage. Feelings of depression and low self-esteem are 
likely outcomes when women feel undervalued in their roles and for some 
women, education maybe a means of escape from domestic life and inferior 
social status. Some of the perceived benefits of participation include the 
opportunity to learn, gain a skill and enjoy intellectual stimulation, therefore 
the benefits may outweigh the disadvantages through increased self- 
confidence and the ability to meet new friends (Formanek & Gurian, 1987).
The 'Life-Cycle' model has been drawn upon to identify issues around 
transition. If the motivation to participate is influenced by a coping strategy to 
make changes in life circumstances for particular reasons i.e. dissatisfaction 
with relationship, low status employment, 'mid-life crisis' etc. the impact of the
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transition to college may be qualitatively different to those who decide to 
participate for more instrumental reasons.
Woodley et al (1987) investigated re-entry students' aims for participation and 
found that 67% were studying for instrumental reasons which largely focused 
on career development, 16% for self-development, 14% for interest in the 
subject matter and only 2% to improve their social life. It appeared that 
women were less likely than men to give instrumental reasons and more likely 
to be concerned with personal development or interest in the subject matter 
itself. Women were twice as likely than men to state that they wanted to keep 
their minds active. The older the re-entry student the less likely they were to 
give instrumental reasons and although there were very few individuals over 
60 years of age in this study, 72% referred to self-development reasons. It is 
important to note however that students often have more than one reason for 
enrolling on a course and motivations to participate maybe influenced by 
different learning requirements. Houle (1961) argued that students in HE 
were a special group of learners and therefore excluded them from his 
typology of orientations to participate. Although he did not identify this 
difference, research into different learning styles may provide some 
explanation for this.
Learning Styles
Over the last 25 years, research into learning in HE has observed that 
students manifest different approaches to learning. This was originally 
acknowledged by Marton and Saijo (1976) who identified 'surface-level 
processing' where the focus is primarily on the learning material itself, and 
'deep-level processing' which focuses on the content. Svensson (1977) 
argued that students in HE are more likely to adopt a 'deep' approach as they
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learn to appreciate that more abstract forms of learning are required at degree 
level. They also tend to be motivated by material which is relevant to their 
own personal needs and interests (Fransson, 1977). However, a 'surface' 
approach is more likely to be adopted when they encounter work overload 
(Dahlgren and Marton, 1978). Entwistle and Marton (1984) examined 
individual differences in approaches to studying and found that deep and 
surface strategies were related to different forms of understanding. There is 
also evidence to suggest that different approaches to learning may be 
associated with levels of self-esteem.
Learning Styles & Self-Esteem
Abouserie (1995) specifically examined students motivations to achieve and 
the relationship with approaches to studying and levels of processing. The 
findings revealed that individuals with high levels of self-esteem were more 
likely to involve their self-concept when processing information. They also 
tended to adopt deep approaches to studying and this supported findings from 
McCarthy and Schmeck (1988). This indicates that there is a relationship 
between students' self-esteem and the way in which they deal with 
information in learning situations. These courses would aim to increase 
students' awareness of their own motives and intentions, cognitive resources 
and the demands which academic courses make of them. Abouserie argued 
that this would facilitate students to control their own resources and thereby 
monitor their own performance levels. In addition, the outcome of this would, 
lead to improved learning outcomes. McCarthy and Schmeck (1988) suggest 
that when students are encouraged to change perceptions about themselves 
and their learning environments, there can also be a positive emotional 
outcome. Personal development brings with it freedom from excessive 
dependency on others to maintain self-esteem and therefore provides more
71
opportunity to pursue self-interests at a deeper level. They argue that the 
self-esteem of both achieving and failure-avoidant students is not self- 
sustaining since they are haunted by self-doubts in relation to self-worth and 
adequacy. This manifests itself in a constant need to prove something and 
although those with high achievement motives often seem convinced that they 
will succeed in their goals, those with a fear of failure are convinced that they 
will not. The findings revealed that individuals with high levels of self-esteem 
were more likely to involve their self-concept when processing information. 
They also tended to adopt deep approaches to studying and this supported 
findings from McCarthy and Schmeck (1988). This indicates that there is a 
relationship between students' self-esteem and the way in which they deal 
with information in learning situations. Self-esteem enhancement courses 
would usefully be designed to improve levels of students' self-esteem and 
may lead to modifications in their approaches to studying in relation to 
enhanced comprehension of the material to be processed. Abouserie argued 
that self-esteem enhancement programmes could be incorporated into 
existing courses, or as separate modules and advocates a need for research 
which will inform the optimum format and content of these.
Self-Esteem
" it takes years for a child to overcome his persecutory and depressive anxiety. They are
again and again activated and overcome in the course of the infantile neurosis. But these 
anxieties are never eradicated, and therefore are liable to be revived, though to a lesser 
extent, throughout life" (Klein, 1975, In. A.J. Soyland, Psychology as Metaphor, p. 65).
Self-esteem is the evaluative dimension of the self and is a conscious
experience which is accessible to introspection and description (Omstein,
1981 ). This may also involve unconscious processes which may reflect an
individual's inner psychic structure. Unique and intense feelings are related to
self-judgements in a complex manner and an individual who has positive self-
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esteem is likely to feel enthusiastic and effective. An individual with negative 
self-esteem however, feels shameful, unworthy and helpless. In addition, 
self-esteem is an important indicator of successful coping strategies for stress 
and change. From a developmental perspective Cotton (1989) described 
three main sources from which self-esteem originates. These involve the 
esteem of others, competence and the "se lf which is seen as a selective filter 
of the first two sources. Cotton argues that each of these sources operates 
during every developmental phase although the significance of each shifts 
during the life cycle. The analogy of weaving a tapestry was used to illustrate 
the development of self-esteem, which compared the developmental phase of 
self-esteem to a tapestry being woven and re-woven. Self-esteem regulation 
was therefore linked to a weaving process which individuals construct and 
sustain.
A self-esteem crisis may be triggered off by a need to change the image of 
who we want to be. Okun and Fournet (1991 ) argued that if college students 
have low self-esteem they tend to 'trunkate' their emotional and cognitive 
reactions to positive college events. Aronson and Mills (1959) argued that 
individuals are generally unwilling to accept evidence that they are better or 
worse than they perceive. This involves a tendency to resolve any 
dissonance between actual performance and their own judgement in favour of 
their familiar self-concept. Lecky (1945) was the first major theorist who 
proposed that self-appraisals are relatively resistant to change due 
to individual needs for psychological consistency. Sanford and Donovan
(1993) supported this phenomenon and found that low esteem students may
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reject favourable feedback for coursework in order to maintain psychological 
continuity of a well established negative learner identity. This could be linked 
to negative past education experiences which have been internalized may 
therefore need to be unlearned. Until this shift from a negative to a positive 
learner identity occurs, an incongruence between perceived and actual 
academic performance maybe experienced.
Depending on the reasons for participating in HE the ideal self maybe in 
transition. In addition, participation in HE may involve both internal and 
external transitions. Until the decision about what new ideals are to be 
pursued and until action is taken to bring these goals closer, it is likely that 
there will be a continuation of experiences of low self-esteem. Sanford and 
Donovan (1993) argued that whatever we do with our lives we are bound to 
experience periods when our ideals are in question and in transition which 
involves a lowering of our self-esteem. Individuals who seek psychological 
support often acknowledge that they experience feelings of inadequacy and 
unworthiness. It also appears that these feelings are related to situations 
where inner resources are limited and therefore these individuals are unable 
to improve their life situations. In these circumstances, everyday events can 
arouse anxiety and stress. People whose performance does not match their 
personal aspirations may therefore evaluate themselves as inferior no matter 
how high their attainments. These individuals often express feelings of guilt, 
shame or depression and believe that their actual achievements are not 
important. There may even be a tendency to lower the status of goals and 
express justifications for why they were successful in their achievements. The
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attainment of a degree for example, may culminate in the response that if they 
can do it, this may not be such an important or intellectually challenging 
undertaking as originally perceived. Failures and other conditions, which 
threaten to expose personal inadequacies, are probably the major cause of 
anxiety which is closely related to self-esteem.
Rosenberg (1979) differentiated desired self-concepts into three types of 
images. Idealised images refer to the 'perfect' human being we would most 
like to be and committed images involve the desired self that we can 
realistically live up to. The third desired self-concept refers to moral images 
which we feel we should or ought to be. Higgins (1987) developed a self­
discrepancy theory in which the 'ought' self and the 'ideal' self were seen to 
act as different "self-guides". The degree of discrepancy between perceptions 
of one's actual self and these self-guides can predict a person's emotional 
wellbeing. When an individual believes that their actual self differs 
significantly to their ideal self, the emotional response to this may include 
sadness and depression. Perceived discrepancies between actual and 
'ought' self however, lead to feelings of anxiety rather than depression. If 
students' motivations to participate in HE are rooted in 'idealized' images, the 
actual experience may gradually incur disappointments or anxious motivation 
in the desire to meet unrealistic targets. This involves a process where the 
individual rather than the actual academic demands may construct these. If a 
student submits coursework and believes it may fail and subsequently 
receives a first class grade this can be a disturbing experience. This reflects 
a fundamental misconception of the quality of their work and this
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incongruence may be described as low self-esteem. However, it could be 
argued that this is more likely to reflect a negative learner identity or negative 
academic self-concept. It is therefore important to acknowledge that there 
may be a distinction between self-esteem and self-concept.
Discrepancy theories of self-esteem highlight the close relationship between 
the cognitive and evaluative components of the self-concept. Both actual and 
ideal self-images are cognitive constructs. The degree of difference between 
the content of one construct and the other has important affective 
consequences for the individual feelings of self worth and personal value. 
Understanding how the content of the actual and ideal self-concepts are 
acquired is, therefore, critical to understanding the origins of self-esteem.
This search involves choices of clothes, hair and appearance. In addition, 
and perhaps more significantly, our choice of values, our stance in relation to 
parents and others, the relationship we choose to have with society and our 
philosophy of life, form the building blocks of self-esteem. Rogers (1988) saw 
this search as more complex now than historically was the case because in 
the past, identity was more defined by culture. In feudal times the serf was 
expected to be a serf throughout his/her life and this was also the case with 
their children. The nobleman was their protector and although in a more 
luxurious way, also constricted. Slave was always the slave and master was 
always the master. Now, the army offers similar constrictions with very few 
decisions. Clothing (uniform), behaviour, living arrangements and activities 
are dictated. Soldiers are given an identity, told who they are and the 
agonizing search for identity is at least temporarily reduced. The burden of
76
the search is now our own rather than this being defined by family, social 
class, church or nation. One of the most common fears around this search for 
identity is the discovery of a worthless, evil and horrible creature (Rogers,
1988). This search for identity could also be linked to students coming into 
HE. If an individual has decided to undertake a degree to improve their self­
esteem, they may prioritize the learning experience as one of self­
development rather than a practical means to an end. Students are given 
different identity labels e.g. mature, adult school leaver and for direct entry 
students living in Halls of Residence in particular, their living arrangements 
and activities are perhaps more prescribed. Rogers argues that the burden of 
the search for our own identity is now our own rather than defined by family, 
social class etc. and there maybe a relationship between identity and status. 
The attainment of a degree could serve a number of purposes and these may 
relate to individuals perceptions about why they choose to participate in HE. 
Improved career prospects, increased self-knowledge, satisfying interpersonal 
relationships and an opportunity to disentangle themselves from boring work 
or an unhappy relationships may all provide the potential to increase levels of 
self-esteem.
Although self-esteem is often used as a term to describe a particular 
psychological state, the effective measurement of this involves careful 
consideration of its validity as a construct.
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Methodological Considerations in the Measurement o f Self-Esteem 
Self-esteem is a complex phenomenon and has been measured in a number 
of different ways. Some measure individual self-ratings along a series of 
evaluative trait dimensions such as 'friendly-unfriendly' 'fair-unfairi (Julian, 
Bishop & Fiedler, 1966). This type of approach calculates self-esteem in 
terms of positive minus negative self-ratings, which are made across all traits. 
Rosenberg (1979) argued however, that this approach can be misleading 
since it assumes that all evaluative traits contribute equally to an individuals' 
self-esteem. Some traits or features may be more central than others in 
relation to an individuals' sense of self-worth, therefore Rosenberg argued 
that we should measure global self-esteem directly by asking how individuals 
feel about themselves generally. Many psychologists have concluded that 
self-esteem reflects the perceived difference between an individuals' actual 
self-concept (who I think I really am) and some ideal self-image (who I would 
really like to be) (Higgins, 1987; Rogers, 1988).
Cotton (1989) observed some fundamental problems in the literature on self­
esteem and argued that the developmental model was an attempt to bridge 
the conceptual flaws in earlier literature. One of these problems lies in 
researchers and clinicians treating self-esteem as a unidimensional variable. 
However, self-esteem needs to be acknowledged as multi-dimensional if it is 
accepted that self-esteem regulation is central in personality development. 
There is evidence to suggest that individuals' self-esteem influences the ability 
to function at work and school, the capacity to cope with stress, the 
development of intimate relationships and the extent to which individuals
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engage with and enjoy their experience of life. Self-esteem therefore involves 
affective, cognitive, social and biological factors. Another problem in the 
literature on self-esteem involves the absence of a developmental 
perspective. This infers that self-esteem is regulated in a similar manner by a 
toddler, adolescent or middle aged adult. This is clearly problematic since it 
would be erroneous to assume that a toddler manages anxiety or thinks in the 
same way as an adolescent or an adult. A developmental perspective 
however, focuses on multiple sources of self-esteem. This may have different 
influences on the origin and sustenance of self-esteem at different stages in 
the life cycle and one aspect of this may relate to academic esteem.
Self-Concept & Academic Self-Concept
The involvement in HE can produce many changes in an individual. These 
may involve changes in living accommodation, social relationships, financial 
burden and career choices. These changes involve demands on individuals 
to formulate new behavioural responses which include a new conception of 
the self and this adaptation may cause stress (Stewart, 1982). It appears that 
some individuals thrive on high stress whilst others find it difficult to cope with 
substantial change and stress. Research undertaken with both college 
students and the adult population has indicated that when exposed to many 
life changes and subsequent need to adapt in short periods of time, 
individuals are more likely to suffer from physical and emotional symptoms 
than those with limited challenges (Jemmott and Locke, 1984; Maes et al.,
1987; Marx et al., 1984). Two of the moderators which serve as a buffers 
against the adverse effects of stress have been identified as self-esteem and
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self-concept (Linville, 1987). If a student fails a course having been a 
successful student prior to this, they may change their conceptual identity of 
self. One of the functions of self-concept is to organize and guide personal 
experiences (Swann et al., 1987). Garg (1992) investigated the influences of 
demographic, social, health and recent life change experiences on academic 
and non-academic self-concept and the findings revealed that past academic 
performance, family structure and family satisfaction were important 
predictors of academic self-concept. There was also evidence to suggest that 
non-academic self-concept was influenced by family structure, family 
satisfaction, social satisfaction, mental stress relating to recent life changes 
and general health were important predictors of non-academic self-concept. It 
also appears that as individuals become older, the self-concept becomes 
more stable. Garg did, however, argue that the relationship between self- 
concept and other constructs cannot be adequately understood if the 
multidimensionality of self-concept is ignored.
Messick (1979) advocated the importance of focusing on cognitive measures 
of personal characteristics in students. Included in these variables were self­
attitudes (self-concept) and particularly attitudes towards the self as a learner. 
An understanding of these could usefully be applied to educational practice. 
Based on studies of academic self-concept in high school (Shaveson et al.,
1976) argued that certain factors (sub-scales) of academic self-concept are 
related to specific subject matter. However, although these appeared to 
operate within high school, it was felt that these are not generalisable to 
college students. In response to this, Reynolds (1988) developed a scale to
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assess academic self-concept in college students and identified a number of 
different facets to academic self-concept and related these to college 
success. There was evidence to re-enforce the non-cognitive components of 
education and it also appeared that academic self-concept and grade point 
averages had a stronger relationship after the first year of study. This refers 
to a specific dimension of self-concept and its formation maybe linked to the 
development of self-identity.
A consistent theme throughout investigations into student learning 
experiences involves the process of personal transformation and re-creation 
of self-identity. Wakeford (1994) and Shah (1994) argue that identity may be 
seen as a form of continual production rather than a finished product. This re­
construction of identity and the gradual application to themselves being 
labelled as 'mature student' or 'school leaver engenders fears about the 
possible negative consequences of being labelled as such. This perception of 
dangers involved with changing identity is embedded in the concept of 'social 
risk' (Webb et al., 1994). Three patterns of becoming a 'mature student' were 
identified according to the way in which students identified the social risks 
involved in their return to education. The first refers to students whose sense 
of self was based on being mature (self-identified mature) and who 
experienced the greatest level of social risk. The second refers to younger re­
entry students who were labelled as 'mature students' but rejected the label 
'mature'. For these students, the social risks were largely restricted to their 
identity in HE. Finally there was a minority of students who did not perceive 
the process of becoming a student as involving a shift in identity (natural
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mature), therefore the process did not involve risk. This suggests that for 
some students, the transition to college may involve identity confusion.
There is however, another aspect of academic self-concept, which directly 
relates to the process of learning itself.
One of the major outcomes of education involves 'learning' which results in 
gaining new knowledge and the acquisition of new skills. Rogers (1988) 
identified a phenomenon which he termed 'meta-learning' which referred to a 
particular outcome of learning. 'Meta' learning involves the effects of learning 
on the learner, which Rogers described as a 'by-product' of learning. Apart 
from feeling differently about ourselves when achieving some piece of 
learning for its own sake, this may promote more confidence, more positive 
self-concept and increased motivation to seek further complex learning 
experiences. This process involves personal change. The key elements 
involved with 'meta-learning' include feeling differently about ourselves, 
undergoing a change in self-concept and having more self-confidence 
(Rogers, 1986). When individuals achieve some success, this often increases 
their motivation for further learning. He described this a 'positive learning 
loop'. Alternatively, individuals who experience continual under-achievement 
in the learning context would be described as being in a 'negative learning 
loop'. Rogers argued that the negative outcome is more likely when 
individuals have low self-esteem. For students who have negative self­
esteem, it would appear that there are a number of college experiences which 
may be adversely affected by this. One of the outcomes may involve high 
levels of academic stress.
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Academic Stress
There is a significant negative correlation between self-esteem and both 
academic and life stress. This indicates that students with high self-esteem 
are less stressed than those who have low self-esteem (Abouserie, 1994).
A review of the literature indicates that university students have not been 
prioritized as a population in stress-related research. Investigations in the 
USA with university students have only included those studying medicine (e.g. 
Vitaliano et al., 1988).
There is evidence to suggest that stress levels in students vary between 
individuals and depend on a number of interacting variables. Abouserie
(1994) found that the highest academic stressor involved examinations and 
examination results, followed by studying for exams, work overload, the 
amount of material to learn and the need to do well, respectively. This need 
to do well maybe particularly poignant for those who choose to study in order 
to improve their career prospects. In times of high unemployment there is 
considerable competition for jobs and this may add further to stress levels in 
the need to attain a high level degree. Abouserie also found evidence to 
suggest that social related events are also important sources of stress. These 
include financial problems and lack of time for family and friends and it 
appeared that the majority of students fell into moderate or serious levels of 
stress. Students who were seriously stressed found it progressively harder to 
meet academic demands satisfactorily.
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It also appears that there are significant gender differences in both academic 
and life stress experiences, female students being more stressed than males 
(Abouserie, 1994). When considering the demographic changes between 
1987-1995 in terms of female student numbers, this has implications for 
teaching and pastoral support. The reason for this difference however, has 
not been identified which suggests that further research is required to 
investigate why female students are less resistant to stress than males.
The experience of many life changes over a short period of time increases the 
likelihood of an onset of illness following these events (Holmes and Rahe, 
1967). Subsequent research suggests however, that not all life changes 
necessarily lead to illness. It appears that events which are uncontrollable 
and undesired, are likely to be related to high levels of stress and subsequent 
illness (Suis and Mullen, 1981). Individuals who are high in private self- 
consciousness are less likely to experience health problems as a result of 
undesirable and uncontrollable life events and those who are low in private 
self-consciousness, tend to be more susceptible to illness following such 
events. It is suggested that individuals who are high in private self- 
consciousness, are more aware of their psychological and somatic reactions 
to stressful events and are more likely to take action to alleviate their 
reactions to the stressors. Although remedial measures may include training 
individuals to avoid change in their lives, it may be more useful to attend to 
our internal somatic and psychological processes when encountering 
important life changes than to avoid change itself (Mullen and Suis, 1982).
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While some individuals appear to have an undue share of problems and 
unexpected transitions, most people are confronted daily with potentially 
stressful situations. The individuals' repeated response to these situations 
may snowball into chronic levels of stress. In addition, it seems that some 
individuals are more vulnerable to stressors than others. Extensive research 
has identified some key factors, which influence this vulnerability to stress. 
These include personality, coping strategies and the number and nature of 
events encountered. Certain characteristics of age, sex and ethnicity along 
with the amount of social support each person receives also appear to be 
indicators of vulnerability to stress (Linville, 1987). The moderator most cited 
as a buffer against unhealthy consequences of stress is social support. Other 
buffers include cognitive coping strategies, locus of control private self- 
consciousness and hardiness as described earlier in the theory of social 
cognition (Cassell, 1976; Cobb, 1976; Cohen and Hoberman, 1983; Dean 
and Linn, 1977).
There are many strategies which underlie specific coping responses to stress 
and these include problem solving, seeking social support and avoidance. In 
addition, there appears to be a relationship between these strategies and the 
'fight/flight' response to threat. Problem solving is a strategy of direct assault 
which appears to derive from a 'fight' response whilst avoidance is more in 
line with a 'flight' strategy. In addition, the search for social support seems to 
connect with a primal need for human contact in times of stress (Amirkhan, 
1990). When under great stress, less adaptive coping strategies like 
'escapism' may be used. (Aldwin & Revenson, 1987). A likely outcome for
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students who have high stress levels with minimal social support and personal 
coping strategies maybe to dropout of college as an alternative coping 
strategy.
From a review of the literature it is clear that there are stressors around the 
learning process itself, i.e. examinations and workload, however, the extent to 
which these areas of education are stressful may be dependent on a number 
of variables. An individual who comes into HE straight from school, for 
example, may experience less stress around the education process itself 
(essay writing, examinations etc.) but may however, face different problems 
from an individual who has taken a number of years out of formal education.
Perring, Oatley and Smith (1988) investigated the degree of perceived conflict 
in daily activities for direct and re-entry students and non-student adults. Two 
forms of conflict were identified as explicit which refers to being between two 
or more activities, and implicit which refers to the importance of the activity to 
the individual. The results showed that direct and re-entry students, 
particularly women, showed correlations between their conflict and stress 
symptom scores, unlike other survey groups. The transitional nature of the 
student role may create a situation whereby the conflict experienced in their 
everyday activities is aggravated. Many re-entry women students are 
'juggling' between two 'greedy' institutions, namely HE and family, which both 
require attention to the exclusion of the other (Edwards, 1993). Social forces 
operating on womens' formative childhood years also continue to shape their
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experience (Belenky et al., 1986). Lawson (1990) argued that women appear 
to be more emotionally affected by a return to HE than are men, there is 
however, evidence to suggest that there maybe gender differences in 
stereotypes of stress and emotion.
Stress and negative emotion share much in common and it appears that both 
are likely to be accompanied by physiological arousal (Mandler (1992). It also 
seems that both occur when a personally important goal is blocked or 
impeded (Clore et al, 1994). Lazarus (1995) considers stress to be merely a 
less differentiated form of negative emotion. Robinson and Johnson (1997) 
however, found differences between individual conceptions of stress and their 
concpetion of sadness, anger and fear. The findings revealed that feelings of 
stress were associated with more problem focused coping, an orientation 
toward the future and an anticipation of effortful actions. They concluded 
therefore, that stress was intimately related to expectations of future actions.
In other words, stress precedes or accompanies attempts to change the 
current situation. In contrast, emotions were more closely linked to thoughts 
and reflections of past events than to anticipated future behaviour.
Robinson and Johnson (1997), investigated gender stereotypes in order to 
examine whether there were gender differences in self-reports of stress and 
emotion. The findings revealed that when asked to select a label for particular 
subjective experiences of an average man and an average women, 
participants reported that females would feel 'emotional' whilst males would 
feel 'stressed'.
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The number of places available for applicants to university are limited and the 
opportunity to gain a place is often perceived as a privilege. However, the 
transition to university often involves stress. When investigating the 
psychological wellbeing of students, it would therefore be useful to examine 
the relative impact of the transition to HE on different students.
Transition
Knowles (1980) argued that the most common motivation for adults to return 
to HE involves a life change event or transition. However, very little has been 
understood about the experience of students making the transition from 
school or home to university and for many first year students this also involves 
taking up residence in a different location. There are also students who have 
been out of the formal education system for a number of years whose 
transition to university involves different types of adjustments. The stresses 
associated with this have been investigated relatively recently (Fisher, 1989). 
Studies do not provide causal links and it may be that those who are 
dissatisfied with their lives and therefore stressed, seek to make life changes 
as coping strategies. For this reason it is important to ensure that when asking 
students about life events in relation to their student experiences that both are 
seen as interacting variables - one cannot be understood in isolation from the 
other. Fisher argued that change and transition are stressful because a 
person experiences loss of control over the new environment, albeit 
sometimes transitory. The individual usually needs to adapt to new places, 
faces and routines. Sometimes the individual is required to adapt to a new 
cultural climate, which includes new behaviours and social customs. Studies
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undertaken in Scottish universities have confirmed that the transition to 
university is stressful. All students studied, both resident and non-resident, 
shared increased levels of depression, obsessional symptoms and absent- 
mindedness within the first six weeks of the first term at university. These 
results came from a longitudinal study in which students were contacted three 
months before they left home and again six weeks into their first term at 
university (Fisher & Hood, 1987). The results indicated that psychological 
disturbance was raised by the sixth week of the experience at university. 
Approximately 9 per cent of all students had reconsidered staying on at 
university because of stress.
Some problems were specific to resident students in relation to aspects of 
social life, domestic routines and institutional features such as lack of privacy. 
However, home based students experienced restrictions on freedom and 
reported problems with combining demands of home life with the new 
demands of university. Earlier in this Chapter, a distinction v\^s made 
between certain aspects of the student experience between direct and re­
entry students. One of these involved the difficulty that some direct entry 
students experience in their move away from home for the first time. Fisher 
and Hood found that homesickness as self-reported by resident students, 
was highly frequent in the first year, but diminished as the academic year 
progressed. The effects of homesickness however, remained throughout the 
degree for some students.
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It has been found that previous experiences of moves away to reside in an 
institution can alleviate homesickness in later moves. Moves to stay with 
family or friends for holidays or jobs in vacations are not effective. It is the 
experience of life in an institution therefore, which is the important immunizing 
factor. Students who had been to boarding school seemed to be less prone 
to homesickness and this suggests that some immunizing process is possible.
It would appear therefore, that the move to university can be a particularly 
stressful transition. Fisher (1994) suggested that for this reason academic 
work may reflect this in a number of ways where some students may become 
absent minded, non-attentive or avoid lectures. This involves a spiral of poor 
progress and increasing distress due to perceived or actual failure. Principle 
sources of stress may also involve coping with institutional and academic 
demands of university, study patterns and coping with financial budgets.
The decision to return to HE may stem from a period of personal transition in 
an individuals life course and the interaction between different variables 
needs to be examined. If, for example, a student is asked about their life 
experiences prior to participating in HE, this may reveal clues as to the 'load' 
they may bring to their studies. McClusky's Theory of Margin (1970) could 
therefore be adopted to examine the different 'loads' which students carry with 
them, thereby providing information about the possibility of increasing their 
'margin in life'. The experience of learning itself may be influenced by a 
multitude of external factors, therefore a phenomenological approach may 
reveal extraneous variables which influence the outcomes of research into the
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learning experience. An example of this refers to transitions in the life cycle, 
which may be related to reasons for making the decision to participate in HE. 
These transitions may involve events or non-events, which alter our roles, 
relationships, routines and assumptions. Anticipated transitions refer to major 
life events which we expect to occur in adult life such as marriage, parenting, 
first job or retirement. Unanticipated transitions are disruptive, unexpected 
and include events like major surgery and redundancy. Another category of 
transitions are non-events where expected events do not happen such as 
longevity or job promotion. Schlossberg (1987) argues that there is no single 
predictable adult experience - there are many, and they frequently involve 
transitions. The process of transition occurs throughout the life cycle and 
these involve resolutions. We initiate some and are subjected to others.
Some people go from crisis to crisis whilst others appear to experience few 
challenges. The least important variable to understand these is chronological 
age. To use chronological age as the basis for understanding the experience 
of an individual, only provides partial information, which rests on stereotypes 
and assumptions rather than providing the possibility of a holistic 
understanding. Transitions are therefore more informative than chronological 
age in trying to understand an individual's experience and behaviour. The 
impact of a transition needs to be understood by observing the way in which 
the individual appraised it and which resources were used to deal with it.
Schlossberg (1987) identified potential resources, which can be drawn upon 
to cope with transition and referred to these as the four 'Ss'. The first involves 
'Situation' whereby identification of situational factors need to be addressed.
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The inquirer needs to ascertain whether the transition is perceived as positive, 
negative, expected, unexpected, desired or dreaded. Also whether it has 
come at the best or worse time and if it is 'on' or 'off time. Less than a decade 
ago, it could be argued that re-entry students return to HE may have been 
perceived as an 'off time event. Current demographics however, indicate that 
this is becoming a more 'normative' event for students who have had a break 
in their formal education. Another situational factor is to observe whether the 
transition is surrounded by other stresses and whether it is voluntary or 
imposed. In the case of direct entry students whose motivation to participate 
in HE stems from parental influence, it could be argued that transition in that 
context may involve challenges of a different nature than those who decide to 
participate for self-development or career advancement. Schlossberg 
suggested that another dimension to transition involves the 'Self. This 
examines individuals' previous experience in making a similar transition and 
whether there were any perceived options. If the individual is an optimist and 
able to deal with ambiguity, they may be more likely to bring to the transition 
the greatest resource of all, which involves a strong sense of self. 'Support' 
was also acknowledged as an important dimension to transition and this 
refers to external support, which may include financial assets, and supports 
from family, friends and peers. Dealing with transitions successfully requires 
that those close by offer more support than sabotage although this is 
sometimes not the case. Finally, Schlossberg refers to 'Strategies' which 
require an understanding of the nature of the transition. In so doing, this can 
help to find ways of managing them. The creative coper uses a combination 
of strategies, which may include changing the situation or perceptions about
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the meaning of the situation as well as those, which help to manage potential 
stressful experiences. By taking readings on the state of the four Ss it is 
possible to identify the problem area then reduce some of the discomforts 
associated with change by modifying that area if possible.
Adult students often experience feelings of inadequacy and marginality when 
re-entering the formal education system. These feelings may be barriers to 
academic progress. To overcome these feelings, adults would benefit from 
an introductory learning experience which provides an opportunity for 
self-appraisal of their potential as an adult learner, to gain a sense of 
belongingness and a deeper understanding of the HE learning environment. 
Steltenpohl and Shipton (1986) observed that 'adults' entering college may 
have special needs, which need to be addressed in order for them to make a 
successful transition from citizen-in-the-world to college student. It was 
suggested that many colleges still do not address these needs, possibly 
because they are not aware of the nature of these needs. Steltenpohl and 
Shipton developed an entry course which involved the implementation of 
Kolb's (1976) model of learning and the curriculum was based on some of the 
concepts of life transitions which were drawn from Adult Developmental 
literature (e.g.Neuergarten, 1965; Havinghurst, 1972; Levinson, 1978). The 
aim of the course was to empower uncertain and anxious re-entry students 
who felt like strangers in the academic world so they may be facilitated to 
become successful participants in a college environment. The course 
enabled these students to initiate several kinds of transitions, which included 
life phase transitions in career or personal development, and also transitions,
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which related to their educational endeavours. The course empowered some 
students to achieve formerly unrealized potential. Universities which 
encourage students who have had a break in their formal education, to 
participate in HE, need to acknowledge that existing programs, which were 
designed for direct entry students need to be re-evaluated in accordance with 
the diversity of students enrolled and this will involve change. A positive 
innovation would be an examination of the entry experience of adults. 
Teachers, administrators and researchers could reflect on their own 
experiences of teaching these students and examine the literature on adult 
learning and development to identify concepts and skills which have 
relevance for the success of students (Steltenpohl & Shipton, 1986).
Through observations of the experiences of re-entry students on the entry 
course, Steltenpohl and Shipton identified elements of the learning process 
and components of the curriculum which were critical to the future success of 
these students. The outcome of the course produced a 'sense of belonging' 
and bonding for the students involved and this was perceived as an 
empowering process. Terenzini et al. (1994) also investigated the role of 
student involvement in various dimensions of student change and 
development. Experiences and themes in the process through which 
students become, or fail to become members of the academic and social 
communities on campus were examined.
Tinto (1988) refers to Van Gennep's (1977) concept of 'rites of passage' as a 
three-stage process which involve separation, transition and incorporation.
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These are elements in the way in which students become integrated into 
colleges' academic and social system. Tinto attempted to find a preliminary 
understanding to a number of different questions. These included questions 
about social, academic and administrative mechanisms through which 
students on a new campus become involved in the academic and social 
systems of their institutions. Another focus of the inquiry investigated the 
processes involved in the transition from school/work to college and who tend 
to be the key people who facilitate or impede that process. Also what 
experiences were likely to play a major positive or negative role in the 
success or failure of the transition. Another dimension to the inquiry 
examined whether the nature of the transition process was different for 
different kinds of students. The findings indicated that the transition from 
school/work to college is an extremely complex phenomenon. The dynamics 
of the process are largely dependent on the student's social, family and 
educational background as well as personality, educational and occupational 
orientations and aspirations, the nature and mission of the educational 
context, the purpose and nature of those encounters and the interactions 
between all these variables.
The processes are inter-related and like a web-like series of family, 
interpersonal, academic and organisational pulls and pushes, which shape 
student learning and persistence. This indicates that the student experience 
cannot be understood through an examination of single cause and effect 
inferences about the relationship between negative past academic episodes 
and current experiences in HE. The literature review has revealed a complex
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interaction between internal and external psycho-social phenomenon which 
need to be taken into consideration when trying to understand the 
undergraduate experience in the 1990s.
Psycho-Social Considerations - Friendship and Social Support
"We are just beginning to scratch the surface of relationship functioning in illness and realising 
that chronic health problems are, in essence, a reiationship issue." (Lyons and Meade, 1995
pp. 210)
Children and Friendship
The literature review has revealed a link between experiences at school and 
current experiences in HE ( Hopper & Osbourne, 1975; Coopersmith; 1975; 
Daines, 1992). There is also much emphasis placed on the importance of 
social support in facilitating a successful transition to college (Schlossberg,
1987) and its buffering effect on stress (Linville, 1987). The nature of 
friendships at school may also provide insights into current education 
experiences. Adler and Furman (1988) acknowledged that people who 
cannot accept themselves cannot accept others, therefore, individuals who 
have a poor self-image or low self-acceptance may be hostile or rejecting of 
others. When a child goes to school they encounter a whole new group of 
people and situations which may feel very different from home. This may 
engender different ranges of responses and could involve enhancement or 
reduction in self-confidence. Children need to learn basic social skills before 
going to school, however, in order to make friends with other children on their 
own initiative rather than with parental prompting (Kafer, 1981). If a child has 
low self-esteem, they may not have learned appropriate skills needed to make
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friends and experience of school may expose them to a wider range of social 
learning experiences, which may result in failure. Children with high self­
esteem are better prepared to try agàin when faced with rejection, whilst 
those with low self-esteem are likely to withdraw and make fewer attempts to 
initiate other friendships thereby becoming isolated. Kafer argued that this 
coping strategy for dealing with rejection leads to a hesitancy in making 
friendships and a lack of interest in gaining acceptance of other children. 
Another strategy may be to become noisy, rebellious and disruptive in an 
attempt to be noticed and this may lead to isolation also. Kafer argues that 
this strategy is simply an incompetent attempt at gaining acceptance. 
'Incompetent' attention seekers tend to be less perceptive and often 
misinterpret others' behaviour and therefore do not experience the rejection 
as rejection. They come to live in a fantasy world where they misperceive a 
slap on the face as welcome. This maybe less painful than to recognize that 
they are indeed being rejected (Kafer, 1981). These strategies are 
psychological defenses to cope with feelings of inadequacy and the root 
cause of these lie in self-esteem. Unpopular children tend to have low self­
esteem, more psychological defenses against rejection, poorly developed 
understanding of the meaning of friendships and unacceptable behavioural 
strategies for formulating friendships. Social problems arise however, not 
simply because of one child's characteristics, but because of the dynamics 
between two or more children. The emphasis is therefore on the 
communication between two or more people and their behaviour together. As 
discussed earlier, friendships play a central role in both physical and 
psychological wellbeing. For individuals who had few friends or were bullied
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at school, this may have been a particularly difficult time in their lives. There 
may however, have been other dimensions to school which compensated for 
the lack of friendships therefore it would be erroneous to assume that one 
aspect of school experience may constitute 'baggage' in current experiences 
at college.
Social Networks and Social Support
Research has established that there is a relationship between global
perceptions of available social support and physical health (House et al.,
1988), emotional wellbeing (Coyne & DeLongis, 1986) and relationship quality
(Sarason et al., 1990). It appears that health is significantly affected by
personal and social relationships and social networks involve the group of
individuals with whom a person is involved, usually friends. Social support
refers to the help which social networks provide or are perceived to provide.
In a study by Brown and Harris (1978) there was evidence to suggest that the
presence of a close, confiding relationship with a partner significantly reduced
the risk of depression after major loss or disappointment. They argued that
long-term feelings of self-worth or self-esteem were particularly significant and
these emanate from important close relationships and to a large extent, these
feelings could ward off psychiatric disorders in times of crisis. It also appears
that the number of friends is not the key issue, it is the extent of intimacy with
a small number of friends which counts (Heller and Rook, 1997). Regular
conversations with special friends provides a sense of support and it is this
which is the salient feature of social support (Leatham and Duck, 1990). The
existence of strong and close relationships protects individuals from the worst
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effects of stress (Sarason et al., 1997). The argument therefore suggests that 
the absence or disruption of relationships may lead to ill-health, whilst the 
presence of good relationships promotes well-being. It is important to identify 
the nature of social support provided by friends and kin. Physical support 
may involve practical help with childcare or domestic responsibilities, whilst 
emotional support may involve advice on personal problems or simply human 
contact. Heller and Rook (1997) argue that there are many different 
dimensions to 'support'. 'Emotional support' involves information which 
assures an individual that they are loved and cared for, 'esteem support' 
facilitates an individual feeling good about themselves, 'physical support' 
involves practical assistance with specific tasks and 'network support' involves 
the fostering of a sense of belonging which makes an individual feel they are 
a member of the group. Cobb and Jones (1984) suggest that support can be 
measured by looking at three elements which involve the supportive 
behaviour that people actually provide, the properties of the network as being 
close and cohesive or spread out, or the way in which the individual feels 
about it which refers to the subjective sense of social support. It appears that 
it is through the transactions of daily life that individuals gain a sense of others 
being there for them and also the degree to which others can offer assistance. 
These senses do not only arise in times of stress, but are part of the day-to- 
day relationship with friends and which are built upon in times of stress. It 
would appear that the most important issue involves what an individual thinks 
the network provides rather than what is actually provides.
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Pierce et al. (1991) investigated whether relationship-based perceptions of 
social support were distinct from general perceptions of support. They also 
examined whether measures of each construct contribute uniquely to the 
prediction of loneliness. There was strong evidence to suggest that general 
perceptions of available support and perceptions of available support from 
specific relationships each made a significant contribution to the prediction of 
personal adjustment. There was also evidence to suggest that several specific 
relationships each made a unique contribution to the prediction of loneliness and 
these involved perceived available support and interpersonal conflict. Lack of 
friend support was the most consistent predictor of self-reported loneliness. 
Several researchers have hypothesized that loneliness may reflect a personality 
characteristic (Peplau and Perlman, 1982; Shaver, Furman and Buhrmester, 
1985). Feelings that one's social needs have gone unmet and lack of 
confidence in the availability of others to meet those needs in the future are 
therefore part of a particular personality constellation. Measures of general 
perceptions of social support and loneliness may also focus on global 
perceptions regarding the nature of the social environment.
This raises the issue of enforced social relationships when living in Halls at 
college. There is rarely an opportunity to choose roommates when living in 
Halls, therefore there is much potential for interpersonal problems due to 
incompatibility. Lynch (1987) argued that if we have good friends, we are likely 
to be both physiologically and psychologically 'healthier'. It also appears that 
there are many different forms of relational transitions in life which are extremely 
distressing to both physical and emotional health. These may include changing
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school, moving to a new neighbourhood, job loss or loss of a partner. In light of 
this, it seems that there are a number of reasons why students benefit from 
prioritizing the social aspect of college life in order to be effective in their studies. 
For those students who are away from home for the first time, but have also 
been involved in a relationship before coming to college this can involve 
anxieties about separation from their partner. Apart from academic challenges, 
'fresher* life involves access to many different people in different social settings, 
therefore the pressure on relationships from a distance in terms of fidelity and 
trust may be problematic. Rather than join in with the socializing, isolation is 
likely to be less threatening for both involved. Sudden disasters like a car 
accident or death of a partner or close relative may also engender far more 
physical and psychological distress on isolated individuals than those who have 
strong relationships with other people (Kaniasty and Norris, 1997). There is also 
evidence to suggest that clinical depression is also significantly higher in those 
individuals who are single, separated or divorced or who do not have a close 
and confiding relationship with their partner (Sarason et al., 1997). Many 
relationships do not survive the pressures of college life since both academic 
and social pressures may put strain on these relationships. Friendships are 
clearly an important aspect of college life and one dimension of good friendships 
sometimes involves the support, which they may provide, particularly in times of 
difficulty.
Barbee et al. (1990) developed a model of interactive support seeking which 
observed gender differences in task versus relationship types of problems. 
They concluded that both males and females preferred to talk to their same
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sex friends rather than opposite sex friends about both relationship and task 
problems. Hobfoll (1988) and Sarason et al. (1997) argue however, that 
research in this area is limited in its success since researchers misguidedly try 
to quantify objectively what can only be subjective and relative.
Summary
From the literature review it has become clear that there are multiple issues 
which may influence students' current experiences in HE. Tinto (1988) was 
particularly interested in student 'dropout' rates and emphasized the 
importance of the transition to college. It has become clear that this transition 
is an extremely complex phenomenon and the dynamics of this process 
depends on a number of interacting variables. Although the literature has 
placed much emphasis on the impact of school on current experiences in HE, 
Tinto has argued that social and family experiences, occupational goals and 
aspirations and the educational context itself will also influence current 
experiences of education. This chapter has outlined some of the research, 
which addresses the complex interrelationship between family, interpersonal, 
academic and organizational influences which shape the learning experience. 
This research will therefore adopt a multi-variate approach to investigate the 
interrelationship between these variables. A number of key questions have 
emerged from the research literature review and these will address the 
relative impact of past experiences of education and reasons for participating 
in HE on current experiences including self-esteem, academic self-concept, 
academic stress and experiences of evaluation. Differences in the student
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experience according to age and gender in relation to these variables will also 
be investigated:
"Education is what survives when what has been learnt has been forgotten"
(B.F. Skinner, In The Concise Dictionary of Quotations, Education in 1983. 
The New Scientist, 21st May 1964, p.464).
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CHAPTER III
Luggage or Baggage?
Unpack Before Higher Education Makes 
The Load Too Heavy
"...^suppose that Rome is not a human habitation but a physical entity, that is to say, in which 
nothing that has once come into existence will have passed away and all the earlier phases 
of development continue to exist alongside the latest one"
(Freud, 1930/1961, In A.J. Soyland, Psychology as Metaphor, p. 142)
INTRODUCTION 
An Illumination of the Research Literature for Study I
An extensive review of the research literature reveals that the predominant 
interest for the providers of education focuses primarily on the students' role 
as a learner. As a result of this, HE makes strategic decisions which may not 
take into account other aspects of students' lives. In the USA, considerably 
more attention has been given to the 'whole' person and this investigates 
psychological changes, attitudes and values as well as cognitive skills. 
Pascarella and Terenzini (1991) advocated a more holistic approach to the 
student experience and this research strategy is largely missing from UK 
research in students in HE. Establishments of HE's implicit perceptions 
about their students are being challenged more than ever before and this 
may be due to investment in resources not meeting the substantial increase 
in student numbers in establishments of HE (McNay, 1994). In May 1996, the 
Secretaries of State for Education and Employment appointed Sir Ron 
Dearing to make recommendations on how the structure, size and funding for 
HE should develop to meets the needs of the UK over the next twenty years. 
This report expressed concern that the long-term wellbeing of HE should not
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be damaged by the needs of the short term. There does appear however, to 
be a contradiction when at the outset it is suggested that part of the aim is to 
support students, whilst later in the report there is a requirement for students 
to 'provide' for their education. There is also a recommendation to the 
Committee that they should take account of some particular contexts in HE at 
the current time. One of these acknowledges that "there is a growing 
diversity of students in HE with a growing number of mature entrants, part- 
timers and women students" (HE in the Learning Society, Summary Report, 
p.5). Although the report contains detailed descriptions about academic 
standards and quality of teaching, it also states that HE needs to be 
accountable to students and to society with a commitment to continuously 
improve its own performance. There is also an ackn o w led g em ent that HE is 
fundamental to the social, economic and cultural health of the nation. In 
addition, it acknowledged that the rapid increase in students between 1988 
and 1993, lead to the Government placing a cap on any further growth in 
publicly funded full-time undergraduate student numbers. A projected 
funding plan anticipated a further reduction in funding per student alongside 
that of more than 40% which has occurred over the last twenty years. This 
was explained by the under-investment in the infrastructure. This will involve 
substantial redundancies and the report acknowledges that many staff feel 
that their contribution to the achievements in HE is under-valued. There was 
also concern expressed that funding arrangements which reward high quality 
research, have diverted attention from the delivery of high quality teaching. 
Although there is an educational value in encouraging students to become 
independent learners, it would be erroneous to assume that undergraduate
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students, particularly when they first come into HE, do not need support and 
guidance from educators. With increased student numbers which are not met 
by increased recruitment of staff however, the distance between students and 
tutors can become problematic. The workload for tutors in terms of marking, 
feedback for coursework, lecturing and also trying to pursue their own 
research is increased with minimal extra support to meet the extra workload. 
There is a danger therefore, that this may negatively impact on both staff and 
students not only in terms of the quality of the education experience but also 
their psychological wellbeing. Although there is some attempt to look at the 
principles which underlie the culture of universities and how this impacts on 
both staff and students, some institutions give the impression that while they 
may be adjusting their teaching and learning strategies to cope with the 
larger number of students, they may not be addressing the needs of different 
types of students. Schuller (1995) argues that much of the expansion in HE 
is not based on considered reflection and few adjustments are being made to 
accommodate the diversity of that student group. While the supply of 
students continues to be more than the supply of places in this expanded 
sector, HE may not perceive a need to deepen their concern for students' 
overall experience. As graduate employment changes its nature, students 
may wish to ensure that the process of HE itself is fulfilling in its own right, 
since its instrumental value may not be as clear as it was (Murphy, 1994).
If HE establishments are informed about the different characteristics and 
needs of the diverse student population, adjustments in provision may reflect 
a system which does facilitate students to thrive and reach their full potential 
in a learner-centred environment v\^ich is open and responsive to those
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needs. Until these different characteristics are fully examined however, 
students' needs may not be met as effectively as is intended. An 
investigation into changes in the quality of the total student learning 
experience from entry to exit encourages the development of a true 
partnership between HE and students. Research which acknowledges the 
importance of the student not just as a consumer but as individuals would 
usefully examine specific needs according to particular background factors 
which may have an impact on their whole experience as learners in HE. If 
these specific needs and differences can be identified, then the likelihood of 
thriving effectively will be enhanced in a system which is informed and 
therefore open and responsive to those needs (Opacic, 1994).
Organisation of the Research
At the beginning of this chapter it was noted that Pascarella and Terenzini 
(1991) observed that in Britain there is much research which focuses 
primarily on the students' role as a learner. It appears however, that in the 
USA there is more attention given to the 'whole' person. Pascarella and 
Terenzini therefore advocated a more holistic approach to the student 
experience. In direct response to this, the current research is concerned with 
how personal life experiences and past education impact on individuals' 
experiences of being a student in HE in the 1990s. Learning is inextricably 
linked to wider personal concerns such as previous learning experiences, 
reasons for participation in HE, self-esteem, academic self-concept and 
academic stress amongst many other issues which will all have a bearing on 
how HE is experienced.
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Learning aims for teaching include the dissemination of knowledge, the 
development of a capability to use ideas and information, facilitating the 
development of students' ability to test ideas and evidence and these all refer 
to cognitive aspects of a learning compact. There is another dimension to 
learning however, which refers to the facilitation of personal development in 
students. Every time that we make a decision, we come closer to knowing 
who we really are and this is because we pour ethics, priorities and values 
into every decision. In essence we become the sum total of all the decisions 
we make in our life (Bourner and Flowers, 1997).
If students have particular reasons to participate in HE and their experience 
does not meet their expectations, there is a risk that individuals may not 
complete the degree or perhaps experience disequilibrium during this three 
year period of the degree. There has been extensive research which 
examines students 'dropout' rates (Tinto, 1975; Stage, 1986), however two 
further questions may ask why students participate and why stay in HE when 
conditions are not favourable for them. There has been a rapid expansion in 
HE, however, if the conditions do not meet the demands of students this may 
ultimately be reflected in reduced recruitment figures. To assume therefore, 
that students will continue to apply for courses when faced with financial 
problems on completion of the degree and progressively more 'distance'  ^
learning' as a result of less contact with staff maybe problematic. Clearly this 
is a political and economic issue, however the impact of this on HE needs to 
be addressed. There appears to be a circular problem in which
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establishments of HE need to recruit more students in order to generate more 
income. If, however, students are not prioritised and recruitment falls as a 
result of a progressive dissatisfaction with the undergraduate experience, this 
source of income will be reduced. It is therefore important for both the 
psychological wellbeing of students and the future of HE to address this 
question.
Part I (Study 1A - Pilot) of the first study involves the development of a 
questionnaire to investigate past experiences of school. Although there is 
much reference to the impact of school on current experiences (Hopper & 
Osbourne, 1975; Coopersmith, 1975; Daines, 1992), an appropriate 
measurement scale for the purposes of this research was not found. Part II 
(Study 1B) uses a quantitative methodology to investigate a number of key 
variables which had emerged from the literature and issues of relevance to 
students' experiences in HE have been divided into six-categories. These 
include the impact of past experiences of school and reasons for participation 
in HE on global self-esteem, current academic self-concept, academic stress 
and experiences of evaluation. The aim of this study is to identify differences 
in experiences according to these background factors along with age (i.e. 
direct or re-entry) and gender. The initial phase of this research therefore 
aims to address this issue by considering how gender and age interact with 
students' academic self-concept, self-esteem and levels of academic stress.
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STUDY I (A) - PILOT 
PAST EXPERIENCES OF SECONDARY SCHOOL
The relationship between past and current experiences of education is often 
cited in the literature. An appropriate standardised measure for experiences 
of education at school was not found and therefore for the purposes of this 
research, a pilot study was undertaken to develop such a measure.
Process
Initially, a group of first year psychology students at the University were 
approached after a lecture and invited to participate in a focus group 
interview in which a 'brainstorm' of personal reflections on both positive and 
negative experiences of secondary school were explored. Six students 
volunteered and the interview was approximately half and hour in duration. 
Three key themes emerged and these involved relationships with teachers, 
approaches to studying and friendships with peers. The second phase of the 
pilot involved the development of a questionnaire to investigate emergent 
themes from the focus group interview (Appendix I). From this interview, a 
number of adjectives which were frequently used to describe school 
experiences emerged. From these, the ten most frequently adopted 
adjectives used to describe relationships with teachers, approaches to 
studying and friendships at school (sub-categories) formed part of the 
questionnaire for the pilot study. For each sub-category five of the ten 
adjectives reflected positive school experiences and the other five reflected 
negative school experiences. Positive and negative adjectives were not
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listed separately on the questionnaire. Instructions to participants were 
standardised and participants were requested to tick four out of ten adjectives 
for each sub-category which most appropriately described their experience of 
these three aspects of school experience (see Table 2 below for adjectives 
included in the questionnaire):
Table 2: Pilot Questionnaire for Past Experiences of Education: Positive & Negative 
Adjectives for Relationship with Teachers, Approach to Study and Friendships at Secondary 
School
Relationship with 
Teachers
Approach to Study
Friendships
Positive Friendly Studious Outgoing
Articulate Motivated Happy
Respected Successful Friendly
Assertive Achieved Competitive
Equal Interested Powerful
Negative Anxious Disorganised Envious
Rebellious Inadequate Shy
Punished Confused Lonely
ignored Defeated Inferior
Silent Bored Insecure
Participants were also asked to write a brief description of their experiences 
of relationship with teachers, approach to studying and friendships at school. 
The last section of the questionnaire provided an opportunity for participants 
to provide any further comments in relation to their overall experiences of 
secondary education (see Appendix I).
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Participants
Fifty-six psychology undergraduate psychology students from the University, 
completed the questionnaire.
Table 3: Mean, Standard Deviation and Range for Age (N=56)
Mean 28.20
Standard deviation 8.80
Range 18-55
Table 4 : Participants age, gender, school leaving age, entry route and 
type of school in totals and percentages (N=56)
Biographical Information Total %
Gender
Female 44 79%
Male 12 21%
Age
18-21 17 30%
22+ 39 70%
School Leaving Age
14-16 26 46%
17-19 30 54%
Type of School
Mixed Sex 26 47%
Single Sex 22 39%
Both 8 14%
Route into HE
A'levels 31 55%
Access 17 30%
Other 8 15%
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Table 4 shows that 79% of the sample were female and 21 % male. 30% 
were aged 18-21 years (direct entry) and 70% were over the age of twenty 
two (re-entry). There were slightly more participants who had left school 
between the ages of seventeen to nineteen which suggests that they had 
completed their A'levels prior to leaving school. Mixed schools had been 
attended by 47% of participants and 55% had come into HE through the route 
of A' levels.
Development of the Measurement Scale for Past Experiences of School
Participants were approached after lectures and informed that the research 
was investigating undergraduate students' experience of school in relation to 
their experiences of teachers, approach to study and friendships. Assurance 
was given that all information disclosed would be treated in confidence. 
Volunteers were asked to keep memories of their school experiences in mind 
whilst completing the questionnaire.
Frequencies of agreement to four out of the ten adjectives for each sub­
category including positive and negative relationships with teachers, 
approaches to studying and friendships at school were recorded.
Participants were also asked to write a brief description of their experiences 
of relationships with teachers, approaches to studying and friendships at 
school and these were transcribed and content analysed. Tables 5-7 below 
show the frequencies of responses to adjectives which described experiences 
at Secondary School in relation to relationships with teachers (Table 5), 
approach to study (Table 6) and friendships (Table 7):
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Relationships with Teachers at School
Table 5: Percentages of agreement to adjectives describing positive & negative 
relationships with teachers at school
Positive
Adjectives %
Negative
Adjectives %
Friendly 55.4 Anxious 53.6
Respected 46.4 Rebellious 39.3
Articulate 35.7 Silent 32.1
Equal 33.9 Punished 28.6
Assertive 26.6 Ignored 25.0
Table 5 shows that the most frequently recorded adjectives to describe 
positive relationships with teachers were 'friendly' and 'respected'. The most 
frequently recorded negative adjectives were 'anxious' and 'rebellious'. 
These adjectives were integrated into the overall questionnaire (see 
Appendix II, Part 1) e.g. 'My teachers were friendly (Question 22), 'My 
teachers treated me with respect (Question 1), 'I felt the need to rebel' 
(Question 35). A combination of the most frequently recorded adjectives and 
the emergent themes from the content analysis of open-ended comment 
about these dimensions of the school experience were used to inform the 
questions included in the final questionnaire. Although 'anxious' was the 
most frequently recorded adjective for negative experiences of teachers, this 
was modified to 'I was afraid of my teachers' (Question 8) since this emerged 
from the content analysis and was at the end of a continuum of poor 
relationships with teachers.
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Approach to Studying at School
Table 6: Percentages of agreement to adjectives describing positive & negative approaches 
to studying at school
Positive
Adjectives %
Negative
Adjectives %
Interested 48.2 Disorganised 55.4
Motivated 39.3 Bored 53.6
Achieved 33.9 Inadequate 42.9
Studious 32.1 Confused 26.8
Successful 25.0 Defeated 23.2
Table 6 shows that the most frequently recorded adjectives to describe 
positive approaches to studying at school were 'interested' and 'motivated'. 
The most frequently recorded adjectives for negative approaches to studying 
were 'disorganised' and 'bored'. Again, a combination of the most frequently 
recorded adjectives and emergent themes from the content analysis informed 
the design of questions included in the final questionnaire (see Appendix II, 
Part 1) e.g. 'I was not interested in the subjects I had to study' (Question 31), 
'I felt motivated to work (Question 32), 'My approach to studying was 
disorganised' (Question 24) and 'I was often bored' (Question 3).
Friendships at School
Table 7: Percentages of agreement to adjectives describing positive & negative friendships 
at school
Positive
Adjectives %
Negative
Adjectives %
Friendly 78.6 Insecure 37.5
Happy 62.5 Shy 25.0
Outgoing 60.7 Lonely 16.1
Powerful 26.8 Inferior 14.3
Competitive 37.5 Envious 7.1
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Table 7 shows that the most frequently recorded adjectives to describe 
friendships at school were 'friendly' and 'happy'. The most frequently 
recorded adjectives for negative experiences of friendship at school were 
'insecure' and 'shy'. Friendships at school generated the most comment in 
the open-ended sub-sections of the questionnaires and the content analysis 
revealed a number of concepts which seemed to add to some of the 
adjectives. For example, 'friendly' was difficult to integrate into a question 
about friendships and was replaced by 'popular' which was a concurrent 
theme which was generated from the students in their own words when 
invited to comment on their own experiences of friendship e.g. 'I was popular' 
(Question 12). 'Happy' was considered to be ambiguous since this may have 
reflected an overall feeling about school, rather than friendships in particular. 
This was therefore replaced by a number of concepts which emerged from 
the content analysis and included e.g. 'I had good friends' (Question 5), 'I felt 
supported by my friends' (Question 19) and 'My friendships were the best 
part' (Question 26). 'Insecure' was the most frequently recorded adjective for 
negative experiences of friendship at school, however, the content analysis 
revealed further clarification of this where 'insecurity' with friendships could 
be more coherently described as discomfort or confidence with peers at 
school e.g. 'I didn't feel comfortable with other pupils' (Question 34) and 'I felt 
confident that my friends liked me' (Question 33). 'Envious' was also 
considered to be ambiguous in relation to friendships at school, since this 
may have related to issues around studying rather than friendships. There 
was however, a concurrent theme which emerged from the content analysis 
which linked to this concept. This involved discussion around isolation which
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appeared to be associated with an 'envy' about groups of peers who were 
established in their friendship groups when some individuals were 
marginalised. This was described as feelings of loneliness. Questions were 
therefore generated to encapsulate this phenomenon e.g. 'I felt lonely' 
(Question 13), 'There were few people that I liked' (Question 27). Shyness 
was also further extended from the content analysis and this involved more 
depth of information about the issues around shyness in relation to 
friendships. These linked to a particular phenomenon which referred to 
feelings of being 'different' in some ways. If an individual was 'shy' they 
seemed to project a perception of being on the outside of well established 
social groups. It also appeared that this was distinct from 'loneliness' e.g. 'I 
was 'different' to other pupils' (Question 20), 'I was out-of-step with others' 
(Question 21) and 'I fitted in' (Question 14).
The most frequently recorded adjectives and key themes which emerged from 
the content analysis from the questionnaires resulted in the development of 
the final questionnaire for past experiences of school.
This consisted of thirty-five questions, eleven of which were contained in a 
sub-scale for relationship with teachers, twelve for approach to studying and 
eleven for friendships with peers (see Appendix III for questions included in 
the sub-scales). This was piloted on twenty-five volunteers who were asked 
to comment on the questionnaire after completion. This led to a few minor 
changes. There were a few questions which contained double negative 
statements and these were adjusted. The final statements were rated on a 
four point scale which asked whether participants Strongly Agreed, Agreed,
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Disagreed or Strongly Disagreed with the statements on the questionnaire. 
The questionnaire formed the first part of a six-part questionnaire which was 
used in Study IB (see Appendix II, Part 1 ).
STUDY 1(B)
From the literature review it was established that the experience of HE is a 
multi-faceted issue. The aim of the current investigation was to explore the 
inter-relationship of a number of these factors with key aspects of academic 
experience.
Four key outcome measures for student experiences of HE were investigated 
and these included self-esteem, academic self-concept, academic stress and 
experiences of evaluation. These measures were examined in relation to the 
relative impact of age, gender, experiences of secondary school and reasons 
for participating in HE.
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Participants
One hundred and twelve Psychology undergraduate students from the 
University were included in this study. This was an opportunity sample and 
all participants were studying for Psychology single or combined honours 
degrees.
Table 8; Participant sampie by gender, year of study, age, parentai status, route of entry 
and age when finished schooi
Biographical Information %
GENDER
Female 78%
Male 22%
AGE
18-21 years 33%
22 years and over 67%
PARENTAL STATUS
Children 16.5%
No Children 83.5%
ENTRY ROUTE
A'Leveis 51.4%
Access 14.7%
Open University 29.4%
Other 3.7%
AGE ON SCHOOL COMPLETION
15/16 years 51.4%
17 years 14.7%
18 years 29.4%
19 years 3.7%
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Materials
A six-part questionnaire was used to measure background factors including 
age, gender and past experiences of Secondary School which had been 
developed in the pilot study (Study 1 A), along with key outcome variables 
which included, motivation to participate in HE, self-esteem, academic self- 
concept, academic stress and experiences of evaluation (see Appendix II, 
Parts 1 -6). Apart from the scale for past experiences of Secondary School, 
all scales were standardised measures.
The other key measures are outlined below:-
Education Participation Scale (EPS)
The EPS (Boshier, 1991) measures motivational orientations for participation 
in adult education and consists of a 24 item scale with 6 item factors which 
were originally derived from adult participants in Continuing and Further 
education. Concurrent validity was investigated by correlating EPS (A-Form) 
scores with the previous EPS (F-Form) scores. Co-efficient alphas ranged 
from .76 to .91 and the mean scale test/re-test was .65. On this basis, 
Boshier claims that the EPS (A-Form) is now psychometrically sound. 
Although the EPS A-Form consists of seven 6-item factors, three of these 
were inappropriate for this study due to this sample consisting of students in 
Higher and not Further education. Factor I 'communication improvement'. 
Factor III 'educational preparation' and Factor V 'family togetherness' 
involved questions which were not relevant for participants in this study (see 
Appendix IVa for items retained in the EPS & Appendix IVb for items
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excluded from the EPS for this study). The EPS was therefore adapted from 
seven to four 6-item factors. These included 'social contact', 'professional 
advancement', 'social stimulation' and 'cognitive interest'. Social contact 
included questions to establish whether the reason for participation was to 
enhance a social life e.g. 'to make new friends'. Professional advancement 
included questions to investigate whether individuals had decided to 
undertake the degree in order to improve their career prospects, e.g. 'to 
increase my job competence'. Social stimulation involved a measure which 
examined whether individuals had decided to participate in order to move 
away from boredom, loneliness or an unhappy relationship e.g. to get away 
from loneliness' - 'to escape an unhappy relationship'. Cognitive interest 
referred to a desire to learn for the enjoyment of learning itself e.g. 'to learn 
just for the joy of learning' (see Appendix IVa for questions included in these 
sub-scales).
Global Self-Esteem
The Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (1965) consists of 10 items and uses a 4 
point rating format consisting of Strongly Agree (1 ) to Strongly Disagree (4) 
(see Appendix II, Part 3). This is the most widely used measure of global 
self-esteem (Blascovich & Tomaka, 1991) and research indicates that the 
scale is internally consistent and 'temporarily stable' (Flemming & Courtney,
1984). Scores on the scale have also been found to correlate positively with 
scores on other self-esteem measures including the Coopersmith Self­
esteem Inventory (Demo, 1985). Negative correlations have also been 
found with anxiety and depression (Flemming & Courtney, 1984).
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The unidimensional nature of this scale has been questioned and there is 
disagreement about the factorial nature of the scale. Hensley (1977) and 
Simpson & Boyal (1975) found one factor, whilst Hensley and Roberts,
(1976) and Kaplan and Pokorny, (1969) found two-factor solutions. Carmines 
and Zeller (1979) argued that the two-factor solution represents both a 
positive and a negative self-esteem factor. They claim that this can be 
explained by the single construct of self-esteem. Wylie (1974) argued that 
there was either no such measurable dimension as overall self-esteem or the 
scales which claim to measure it are unsuccessful in their attempts. Shevlin 
et al. (1994) however, addressed the unidimensionality of the scale testing its 
factorial nature by applying a unidimensional confirmatory factor analytic 
model. This tested whether the observed variation in items could be 
explained by the single factor of self-esteem, and unique variances. The 
factor loadings were 'reasonably high' which suggested that a large 
proportion of the variation in individual items was due to self-esteem. Shevlin 
et al. argued that the interpretation of relationships between self-esteem and 
other variables is simplified if self-esteem can be conceptualised as a single 
construct.
Academic Self-Concept Scale
The Academic Self-Concept Scale (ASCS) was used (Reynolds, 1988). This 
consists of 40 items and uses a 4-point Likert-type format ranging from 
Strongly Agree (1) to Strongly Disagree (4). There are seven sub-scales 
which include i) Grade & Effort ii) Study Habits (organisational self­
perceptions) iii) peer evaluation of academic ability iv) self-confidence in
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academic ability v) satisfaction with college vi) self-doubt regarding ability 
and vii) self-evaluation of external standards. The scale was developed as a 
measure of an academic aspect of general self-concept in college students. 
Reynolds estimated an internal consistency reliability of .91. He established 
validity by correlating the ASCS with grade point averages of students and 
their scores on the Rosenberg Self-esteem Scale. Multiple regression 
analysis of the ASCS and the Grade Point Average (GPA) and the 
Rosenberg Self-esteem scores as predictor variables resulted in a multiple 
correlation of .64. These and other data appear to support the reliability and 
validity of the ASCS as a measure of academic self-concept (see Appendix II, 
Part 4 for total scale & Appendix V for questions included in sub-scales).
Academic Stress
Academic Stress Questionnaire (ASQ) was used (Abouserie (1994). This 
included a 34 item scale which investigated possible causes of academic 
stress and addressed issues of learning, examinations, results and conflicts 
with academic staff. Situational variables included accommodation, family 
problems, conflicts with peers and financial difficulties. Participants were 
asked to respond to these questions on a seven point rating ranging from 0 
(No Stress) to 7 (Extreme Stress). Initial reliability for this questionnaire 
using alpha coefficient and split half methods indicated high reliability at 0.92 
and 0.75 respectively, therefore this questionnaire was considered to be a 
robust tool for the purposes of this aspect of the first study (see Appendix II, 
Part 5).
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Experience of Evaluation
The scale used to assess the perceived validity of grades was adapted from 
the 'Perceived Accuracy of Feedback Measure' used by Swann et al. (1987). 
Okun and Fournet (1993) developed a four item scale (see Appendix II, Part 
6) and each item was rated on a 9-point scale. The anchor points included 
'not at air and 'a great deal' and the mid-point was labelled 'moderately'. 
These questions were designed to examine the extent to which students 
perceive their grades and feedback for coursework, as being a fair indication 
of their academic ability. The first question for example, asks 'how much to 
you agree with what the transcript of your first semester grades implies about 
your academic competence?
The six-part questionnaire contained 147 items in total.
Procedure
Participants were approached after lectures or on campus and invited to 
volunteer to take part in this study. They were given a brief insight into the 
nature of the research which was described as an investigation into student 
experiences in HE. The majority of students completed the questionnaire at 
the time and some returned the completed questionnaires shortly afterwards. 
There was a return of (75%).
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Confidentiality & Ethics
The British Psychological Society's ethical guidelines were followed. 
Confidentiality for participants was assured and the identity of individuals was 
not requested. At the point of recruitment all volunteers were assured that 
questionnaires would be treated in strict confidence. All participants were 
over the age of eighteen, therefore no individuals who took part in this study 
were in loco parentis. Prior to the completion of the questionnaires, a 
preliminary briefing about the nature of the research was given. Deception 
was neither necessary of appropriate for this study therefore participants 
were fully informed about the research and were at liberty to ask questions.
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RESULTS
Cronbach's Alpha Reliability Analysis was undertaken to test internal 
reliability for all the measurements scales and sub-scales. The results were 
all satisfactory showing reliabilities ranging from Alpha = .62 to Alpha .94 
Total scales
Table 9: Cronbach's Reliability Analysis of Measurement Scales for past experiences of 
secondary School, reasons to participate in HE (Education Participation Scale), global self­
esteem, academic self-concept, academic stress and experiences of evaluation
Measurement Scales Alpha
Past Experiences of Secondary School .91
Education Participation Scale (Boshier, 1991) .84
Self-esteem .75
Academic Self-concept (Reynolds, 1988 .93
Academic Stress (Abouserie, (1994) .88
Experience of Evaluation (Okun & Foumet, 
1993)
.82
Sub-scales
Table 10: Cronbach's Reliability Analysis of past experiences of secondary School sub>- 
scales - relationships with teachers, approaches to study and friendships (pilot study lA)
Past experiences of secondary School Alpha
Relationship with teachers .89
Approach to study .87
Friendships .72
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Table 11: Cronbach's Reliability Anaiysis of reasons to participate in HE sub­
scales social contact, professional advancement, social stimulation and cognitive 
interest (Boshier, 1991)
Education Participation 
Sub-scales Alpha
Social contact .94
Professional advancement .81
Social stimulation .78
Cognitive interest .82
Table 12: Cronbach's Reliabiiity Analysis of current academic self-concept sub-scales 
grades & effort, study habits, peer evaluation of ability, self-confidence in ability, satisfaction 
with college, self-doubt in ability and seif-evaluation of academic standards (Reynolds, 1988)
Academic Self-concept 
Sub-scales Alpha
Grades & effort .81
Study habits .71
Peer evaluation of ability .83
Self-confidence in ability
Satisfaction with college
Self-doubt in ability .74
Self-evaluation of academic standards
The reliability of the scales were satisfactory although three of the sub-scales 
for academic self-concept require some modification to improve their overall 
levels of reliability. These are highlighted in the above table and include self- 
confidence in ability (Alpha=.66), satisfaction with college (Alpha=.62) and 
self-evaluation of academic standards (Alpha=.63)
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Analysis of Variance (ANOVA)
A series of ANOVAs were devised in order to assess the impact of 
background factors. These specifically relate to gender and age and prior 
experiences in relation to school experiences and reasons to participate in 
HE and how these may impact on current experiences in HE.
In the first analysis, 2-way analysis of variance was used to examine 
differences in age and gender in relation to past and current experiences of 
education. Past education experiences involved overall experience of school 
and the sub-scales for relationship with teachers, approach to study and 
friendships. Age and gender differences were also examined in relation to 
current education experiences which included global self-esteem, overall 
academic concept along with sub-scales grades and effort, study habits, peer 
evaluation of ability, self-confidence in ability, satisfaction with college, self­
doubt in ability and self-evaluation of academic standards. Further measures 
of current education experience included academic stress and experience of 
evaluation.
2-Way ANOVA for Past Experience of School with Age & Gender
There were no main or interaction effects for gender in relation to past 
experiences of school. Table 13 shows that there was a significant main 
effects for age which had been divided into two categories (Group 1 =18-21 
years. Group 2 = 22 years plus).
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Table 13: ANOVA: Summary of main effects for overall experiences of school including
relationships with teachers, approach to study and friendships with age
School
Experience F Significance
Mean 
Group 1
Mean 
Group 2
Overall (1,108)=14.731 p<0.0005 89.33(37) 76.94(75)
Teachers (1,108)=14.402 p<0.0005 27.47(37) 23.58(75)
Study
approach (1,108)=20.163 p<0.0005 29.57(37) 24.77(75)
Friendships (1,108)=18.400 p<0.0005 32.28(37) 28.58(75)
Re-entry students had more negative experiences at school than direct entry 
students. This included overall experiences of school and also their 
relationships with teachers, approaches to study and friendships. There 
were no main or interaction effects for age and gender with self-esteem. 
There were also no main or interaction effects for sub-scales of academic 
self-concept - grades and effort, study habits, self-confidence in ability, 
satisfaction with college, self-doubt in academic ability, self-evaluation of 
academic standards. There were also no age or gender effects for 
experience of evaluation overall. Some significant effects were found and 
Table 14 summarises significant main effects for age and Table 15 shows 
significant main effects for gender, both of which were in relation to peer 
evaluation of ability and academic stress:
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Table 14: ANOVA: Summary of main effects for peer evaluation of academic ability and 
academic stress with age:
Current 
Experience in 
HE F Significance
Mean 
Group 1
Mean 
Group 2
Peer
Evaluation of 
Ability (1,108)=3.690 p<0.05 15.84 (37) 16.60 (75)
Academic
Stress (1.108)=3.817 p<0.05 137.00 (37) 124.57 (75)
There was a difference in perceptions about peer evaluation of ability 
according to age. Re-entry students were more confident that their peers 
were positive about their academic ability than direct entry students. There 
was also a difference in age for academic stress, where direct entry students 
reported higher levels of stress than re-entry students.
Table 15: ANOVA: Summary of main effects for peer evaluation of academic ability and 
academic stress with gender
Current 
Experience in 
HE F Significance
Mean 
Group 1
Mean 
Group 2
Peer
Evaluation of 
Ability (1,108)=6.036 p<0.01 16.09 (87) 17.27 (25)
Academic
Stress (1,108)=6.568 p<0.01 133.09 (87) 113.32(25)
There was a difference in peer evaluation of ability according to gender. 
Males were more confident that peers were positive about their academic 
ability than females. There was also a gender effect for academic stress, 
where females were more stressed than males.
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Further 2-way Analysis of Variance was undertaken for reasons to 
participate in HE with age and gender. There were no gender effects, 
however, significant main effects for age are summarised below:
Table 16: ANOVA: Summary of main effects for age with reasons for participating in HE
Reason to 
Participate F Significance
Mean 
Group 1
Mean 
Group 2
Social Contact (1,108)=18.624 p<.0005 18.14(37) 14.13(75)
Career Goals (1,108)=12.679 p<0.001 21.57(37) 19.06(75)
Social
Stimulation (1,108)=3.785 p<0.054 10.34(37) 11.85(75)
Cognitive
Interest (1,108)=10.053 p<0.002 16.92(37) 19.32(75)
There was a difference in age and reasons for participating in HE. Direct 
entry students were more likely to participate for social contact and career 
goals while re-entry students were more likely to participate for social 
stimulation and cognitive interest.
For the purposes of further analysing the relationship between past 
education experiences and current experience of HE, the three sub-scales 
for past experiences of school were re-coded into low and high scores being 
split around the mean, where Group 1=low to mid scores and Group 2=mid 
to high scores. A 2-way rather than 3-way split was selected to enable 
interaction effects to be explored. A series of 3-way independent ANOVAs 
were undertaken in relation to current experiences in HE which included 
global self-esteem, academic stress, experience of evaluation, overall 
academic self-concept including sub-scales grade and effort, study habits, 
peer evaluation of ability, self-confidence in ability, satisfaction with college, 
self-doubt in ability and self-evaluation of academic standards.
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There were no main or interaction effects for past experiences of school 
including relationships with teachers, approach to study and friendships with 
current experiences of global self- esteem, peer evaluation of academic 
ability, self-confidence in ability, satisfaction with college, academic stress or 
overall experience of evaluation.
The significant findings are summarised below
Main effects for 3-way ANOVAs for past experiences of school and 
current experiences in HE
Table 17: ANOVA: Overall academic self-concept with approach to study at school
Academic self- 
concept F Significance
Mean 
Group 1
Mean 
Group 2
School study 
approach (1,101)=5.275 p<0.02
107.64 (51) 112.52(58)
There was a difference in overall academic self-concept according to 
approaches to study at school. Academic self-concept was more negative 
when study habits at school were reported to be n e g a t i v e ,
Table 18: ANOVA: Sub-scale for academic self-concept - current study habits with approach 
to study at school
Current study 
habits F Significance
Mean 
Group 1
Mean 
Group 2
School study 
approach (1,101)=9.348
p<0.003 13.35(5;/) ^S.03 (58)
There was a difference in approaches to studying at school and current study 
habits. When students reported that they had a positive approach to 
studying at school, they had effective study habits at college.
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Table 19: ANOVA: Sub-scale for academic self-concept - self-doubt in ability with approach
Doubt in ability
F Significance
Mean 
Group 1
Mean 
Group 2
School study 
approach (1,101)=6.597 p<0.012
11.98(51) 13.05 (58)
There was a difference in current self-doubt in academic ability according to 
approaches to studying at school. When approaches to studying at school 
had been positive there was more self-doubt in academic ability at college.
3-Way Interaction Effects for Past Experiences of School and Current 
Experiences of HE
Table 20: ANOVA: Overall academic self-concept with relationship with teachers, approach
Overall academic self- 
concept F Significance
teachers, approach to study 
& friends (1,101)=4.805 p<0.031
Where students reported that they had positive approaches to studying at 
school, bad relationships with teachers and negative experiences of 
friendship at school they had the highest levels of academic self-concept. 
Positive approaches to studying, bad relationships with teachers and good 
friendships at school related to the lowest levels of academic self-concept.
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Table 21: ANOVA: Sub-scale of academic self-concept - grades & effort with School
Experiences of teachers, approach to study and friendships
Grades & Effort F Significance
teachers, approach to study 
& friends (1,101)=3.821 p<0.053
When students reported positive approaches to studying at school, bad 
relationships with teachers and negative experiences of friendship at school, 
they were most likely to experience a congruence in the amount of effort 
invested in coursework at college and the grades received. Where students 
reported that they had negative approaches to study at school with bad 
relationships with teachers and positive experiences of friendship at school 
they were more likely to experience an incongruence between the amount of 
effort invested in work at college and the grades received.
Table 22: ANOVA: Sub-scale for academic self-concept - study habits with school 
experiences of teachers, approach to study and friendships
Current study habits F Significance
teachers, approach to study 
& friends (1,101)=9.348 p<0.003
Where relationships with teachers were bad, approaches to studying were 
ineffective and experiences of friendship were negative at school, students 
were most likely to have ineffective study habits at college. If they had 
ineffective study habits, bad relationships with teachers and good friendships 
at school however, they were most likely to have effective study habits at 
college.
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Table 23: ANOVA:Sub-scale for academic self-concept - self-evaluation of external
standards with school experience of teachers, approach to study and friendships at school
Self-evaluation of external 
standards F ' Significance
teachers, approach to study 
& friends (1,101)=6.557 p<0.012
Where approaches to studying at school were ineffective, relationships with 
teachers were bad and friendships were negative at school there was 
congruence in perceived academic ability in relation to evaluations of 
academic requirements for courses. When there was a positive approach to 
study, bad relationships with teachers and good friendships however, there 
was most incongruence between perceived academic ability and the 
evaluation of academic requirements.
In order to analyse the relationship between reasons to participate in HE and 
current experiences of HE, the sub-scales for reasons to participate were 
recoded into low and high scores where Group 1 =low to mid score and Group 
2=mid to high score. Further 4-Way Analysis of Variance were then 
undertaken for current experiences of HE including global self-esteem, 
experience of evaluation, academic stress academic self-concept including 
sub-scales grades and effort, study habits, peer evaluation of ability, self- 
confidence in ability, satisfaction with college, self-doubt in ability and self- 
evaluation of academic standards with reasons for participating in HE being 
for social contact, career goals, social stimulation and cognitive interest. 
There were no main or interactions effects for overall experiences of 
evaluation.
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The significant main and interaction effects are summarised below:
4-Way ANOVAs - Current Experience of HE with Reasons for 
Participation
For current experiences of HE and reasons for participating there were five 
main effects for the reason to participate being for cognitive 
interest (IV) in relation to overall academic self-concept and sub-scales for 
this which included grades and effort, peer evaluation of academic ability, 
self-confidence in academic ability and satisfaction with college overall
Table 24: ANOVA: Overall academic self-concept and sub-scales grades & effort, peer 
evaluation of academic ability, self-confidence In academic ability, satisfaction wltti college 
wltti ttie reason to participate In HE being for cognitive Interest
Cognitive 
Interest (IV) F Significance
Mean 
Group 1
Mean 
Group 2
Academic self- 
concept (1,96)=8.319 p<0.005 106.32(51) 112.95(61)
Grades & effort
(1,96)=5.920 p<0.017 23.77 (51) 24.92 (61)
Peer evaluation 
of ability
(1,96)=6.189 p<0.015 15.79(51) 16.82(61)
Confidence In 
ability (1,96)=7.232 p<0.008 11.76(51) 12.60 (61)
Satisfaction 
wltti college (1,96)=18.917 p<0.0005 13.20(51) 15.18(61)
There was a difference in overall academic self-concept when the reason for 
participating in HE was for cognitive interest. Students who stated that they 
had come into HE for the enjoyment of learning, currently had the most 
positive academic self-concept, they also experienced more congruence in 
the amount of effort invested in coursework and the grades received. They 
were more confident that their peers were positive about their academic
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ability and more confident in their own evaluation of their ability. There was 
also very strong significance to show that they were satisfied with their overall 
experience of college.
Table 25:ANOVA: Academic stress and reason for participating in HE being for career goals
Academic
stress F Significance
Mean 
Group 1
Mean 
Group 2
Career goals (1,96)=5.286 p<0.024
131.06(51) 126.68 (61)
There was a difference in levels of academic stress when students reported 
that they had decided to participate in HE for career goals. When this was 
the case, they experienced higher levels of academic stress.
3-Way Interaction effects for Current Experiences in HE and Reasons for 
Participation
Table 26: ANOVA: Academic self-concept in relation to self-doubt in academic ability with
Self-doubt in ability F Significance
social contact, career goals 
& cognitive interest (1,96)=7.171
p<0.009
When students did not participate in HE for career goals or cognitive interest 
but for social contact, they reported the highest levels of self-doubt in 
academic ability. If they did not participate for career goals but for social 
contact and cognitive interest however, they had less doubt in their academic 
ability. No other main or interaction effects were found.
137
Pearsons Correlation Co-Efficients
Pearsons Correlations were carried out on the three key current academic 
experience measures (academic self-concept, academic stress and self­
esteem) and their associations with other key sub-scale measures and age. 
There were no significant correlations found for the Experiences of 
Evaluation questionnaire (Swann et al., 1987) and it was therefore not 
included in this analysis.
Table 27: Pearsons Correlations Significance Levels in hierarchical order of 
significance for Self-Esteem, Academic Self-Concept & Academic Stress
SELF-ESTEEM ACADEMIC SELF- 
CONCEPT
ACADEMIC STRESS
Self-doubt in academic ability 
*r=-0.54 p<0.0005
Global Self-Esteem 
*1=0.55 p<0.0005
Peer Evaluation of Academic 
Ability
*1= -0.43 p<0.0005
Grade & Effort 
*r=0.48 p<0.0005
Academic Stress 
*1= -0.41 p<0.0005
Academic Self-Concept 
1= -0.41 p<0.0005
Satisfaction with College 
r=0.42 p<0.0005
Reason to Participate - 
Cognitive Interest
*1=0.28 p<0.002
Global Self-Esteem 
1= -0.35 p<0.0005
Peer Evaluation of Academic 
Ability
r=0.42 p<0.0005
Approach to Study at School 
*1=0.20 p<0.031
Self-Doubt in Academic Ability 
1=0.34 p<0.0005
Self-evaluation of external
standards
r=0.33 p<0.0005
Grade & Effort 
1= -0.30 p<0.001
Current Study Habits 
r=0.30 p<0.001
Self-confidence in Academic 
Ability
1= -0.29 p<0.001
Reason to Participate 
Social Stimulation 
*1=0.25
Satisfaction with College 
1= -0.24 p<0.007
Self-Confidence in Academic 
Ability 
*1=0.20
Reason to Participate - 
Career goals 
*1=0.24 p<0.008
Approach to Study at School 
1=0.18 p<0.044
Current Study Habits 
1= -0.24 p<0.009
Reason to Participate 
Social Contact 
1=0.18 p<0.050
Reason to Participate - 
Social Stimulation
1= -0.21 p<0.008
Age Finished School 
1= -0.20 p<0.037
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In relation to self-esteem, positive correlations were found with participants 
grade and effort, their satisfaction with college, confidence with peers' 
evaluation of their academic ability, congruence between perceived ability 
and external standards, good study habits, entering HE for social stimulation, 
self-confidence in academic ability, good approaches to studying at school 
and entering HE for social contact. Levels of self-doubt were negatively 
correlated with self-esteem. Academic self-concept was found to be 
positively associated with global self-esteem, participating in HE for cognitive 
interest and having positive approaches to studying when at school. In 
addition, academic self-concept was negatively associated with levels of 
academic stress. Academic stress was negatively correlated with 
confidence with peers' evaluation of academic ability, academic self- 
concept, global self-esteem, congruence between perceived ability and 
external academic standards, self-confidence in academic ability, satisfaction 
with college, good current study habits, entering HE for social stimulation 
and the age at which they left school. Academic stress was positively 
correlated with self-doubt in academic ability and entering HE for career 
goals.
The findings from the Pearsons Correlations formed the basis for three 
Hierarchical Multiple Regression analyses. The outcome variables were 
again self-esteem, academic self-concept and academic stress. The 
predictor variables entered into the analyses were all those variables which 
had shown significant correlations with each of the outcome variables. The 
order In which the variables were entered into the analyses was determined 
by the strength of the correlation. The strongest being entered first and the 
weakest last. The following tables show those variables which were retained 
in each analysis.
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Hierarchical Multiple Regression Analysis (Stepwise)
The significant associations found in the Pearson Correlation tests were 
entered into three multiple hierarchical regression analysis (stepwise) for 
self-esteem, academic self-concept and academic stress. The order of input 
of the variables being determined by the strength of the correlation with the 
dependent variable (see Tables 25-27 below):
Table 28: Variables retained in Hierarchical Multiple Regression Analysis for Self-Esteem
step/
Variable
R2 R2
Change
F
Change
Final
Beta
Self-doubt 
in ability
0.29 0.29 48.98*** -0.54***
Grade & 
Effort
0.37 0.08 34.37*** 0.31***
Motive:
Social
Stimulation
0.41 0.04 26.64*** 0.20**
Self-
Confidence in 
ability
0.43 0.02 21.92*** 0.19*
Note: *p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001
For this regression analysis four variables were retained. These variables
accounted for 43% of the variance in Self-Esteem. Self-doubt in academic
ability accounted for the major share in explained variance (R2 Change =
29%) and was negatively related to this outcome (Beta = 0.54). The greater
the self-doubt in academic ability the lower the overall self-esteem. Grade
and effort accounted for 8% of the variance and was positively related to this
outcome (Beta = 0.31). The higher the congruence between grades and
effort, the higher the levels of self-esteem. Motivation to participate being for
social stimulation accounted for 4% of the variance and was positively related
to this outcome (Beta = 0.20). Those whose major reason for coming into HE
being for social contact generally reported higher levels of self-esteem.
Finally, self-confidence in academic ability accounted for 2% of the variance
and was positively related to this outcome (Beta = 0.19). Self-confidence in
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academic ability was associated with high levels of self-esteem.
Table 29: Variables retained in Hierarchical Regression Analysis for Academic Self-Concept
Step/
Variable
R2 R2
Change
F
Change
Final
Beta
Self-
Esteem
0.30 0.30 51.61*** 0.55***
Academic
Stress
0.36 0.06 32.55*** -0.25**
Motive:
Cognitive
Interest
0.40 0.04 25.75*** 0.21**
Study at 
School
0.42 -0.02 20.89*** 0.15*
Note: *p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001
Four variables were found to be significant in this analysis and accounted for 
42% of the variance in academic self-concept. Global self-esteem accounted 
for the major share of explained variance (R2 Change = 0.30) and was 
positively related to this outcome (Beta = 0.55). Those who had a positive 
academic self-concept also reported positive self-esteem. Academic stress 
accounted for a further 6% of the variance and was negatively related \o  
academic self-concept (Beta=-0.25). Individuals with high levels of 
academic stress had negative academic self-concept. Motivation to 
participate in HE being for the enjoyment of learning (cognifive interest) 
accounted for 4% of the variance, therefore those who participated in HE for 
cognitive interest had higher academic self-concept. Those who had a 
positive approach to studying at secondary school had positive academic 
self-concept (Beta=0.15) and this accounted for 2% of the variance.
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Table 30; Variables retained in Hierarchical Regression Analysis for Academic Stress
Step/
Variable
R2 R2
Change Change
Final
Beta
Peer
Evaluation
0.18 0.18 17.43*** -0.25**
Motive:
Career
Goals
0.29 0.11 14.71*** 0.25**
Note: *p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001
Two variables remained in this equation which accounted for 29% of the 
variance in academic stress. Peer evaluation of academic ability was the 
major share in explained variance (R2 Change = 0.18) and was negatively 
related to this outcome (Beta = -0.25). Positive responses to peer evaluation 
were associated with low levels of academic stress. Motivation to participate 
being for professional advancement accounted for a further 11% of the 
variance and was positively related to this outcome (Beta = 0.25). Individuals 
who participated in HE for professional goals, reported higher levels of 
academic stress.
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DISCUSSION
Previous work in this area has given a very strong focus to the influence of 
age on academic experiences in HE. At the outset however, it was argued 
that age is only one among a number of factors which may be important in 
this area of investigation.
ANOVAS - Age & Gender
There were no age differences in current levels of self-esteem or overall 
academic self-concept. There was also no evidence to indicate that there 
were any age differences in current experiences of confidence in academic 
ability. This study did, however, find some significant age effects, specifically 
in relation to the experiences of secondary school and levels of academic 
stress. Such that re-entry students generally reported more negative overall 
experiences of secondary school which supports previous findings reported 
by Hopper and Osbourne (1975), Coopersmith (1975) and Daines (1992). 
Abouserie (1994) identified gender differences in academic stress where 
females reported higher levels of academic stress than males. This study 
found evidence to support this, however a further outcome indicated that 
there was also an age difference where direct entry female students 
presented higher levels of academic stress than re-entry females. This 
supports Berry's (1995) findings where direct entry female students reported 
high incidence of emotional distress and depression. A further finding 
indicated an age and gender difference in relation to perceptions about how 
other students evaluated their academic ability. There was evidence to show
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that direct entry students and females were the least confident that their 
peers were positive about their academic ability. This was a particular 
dimension of academic self-concept, however there was no evidence to 
indicate that direct entry or female students had a more negative academic 
self-concept overall.
Age & Gender Differences for the Reasons to Participate In HE
There were no gender differences for reasons to participate in HE, and this 
does not support Boshier's findings where males were more likely to be 
motivated by social contact than cognitive interest and also that women were 
more likely than men to participate for cognitive interest. Boshier also found 
that overall there were more gender than age differences for the EPS. This 
study did however find age differences for all four of the motivations which 
included social contact, career goals, social stimulation and cognitive 
interest. Direct entry students were more likely to participate for social 
contact and career goals while re-entry students were more likely to 
participate for social stimulation and cognitive interest. There could be a 
number of alternative explanations for these differences in findings. Boshier 
developed the EPS from Houle's (1961) motivational orientation typology and 
Houle argued that this was not appropriate for students in HE since he 
regarded them as a 'special group' of learners. Although Boshier claims that 
the EPS no longer has any relationship with Houle's typology, it could be 
argued that there are still some fundamental similarities. Houle's typology 
included three orientations which relate to 'goal', 'activity' and 'learning' and 
these are closely associated with Boshier's 'career or professional
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advancement', 'social stimulation' and 'cognitive interest' respectively. 
Although Boshier's EPS includes seven sub-scales, this study only used four 
of these since the other three were inappropriate for students in HE.
Boshier's EPS was designed for students in Continuing, Further and HE and 
the scale was modified for this study which only investigated students in HE. 
Although Houle argued that his typology was inappropriate for students in 
HE, the findings from this study has demonstrated that the modified EPS was 
a useful measure of reasons to participate in HE. There may indeed be 
something different or 'special' about students in HE compared to those in 
Continuing or Further education, however it appears that although the 
findings from this study do not support Boshier's findings overall, the EPS has 
revealed evidence to show that there are age differences in motivations to 
participate for students in HE. Another explanation for the difference in 
findings from this study may relate to the students investigated. This study 
was specifically examining differences between direct and re-entry students 
and the nature of the age distinction may have influenced the findings. The 
explanation for no gender differences in reasons to participate in HE may 
also be explained by the disproportionate amount of females compared to 
males in the sample for this study.
Current experiences In HE
Although there were differences in age according to past experiences of 
school, it would be erroneous to make causal links between negative school 
and current experiences in HE. A further analysis was undertaken to 
investigate whether past experiences of school had an impact on current
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experiences in HE. This revealed evidence to show that when current 
approaches to studying at school were positive, students were more likely to 
have a positive overall academic self-concept. There was also evidence to 
show that when individuals reported that they had effective study habits at 
school, they also had positive approaches to studying at college. It appeared 
therefore, that approaches to studying were an important indicator to 
understanding the education experience. A further finding involved evidence 
to show there were differences in levels of academic self-concept depending 
on the nature of relationships with teachers and friends at school. In relation 
to overall academic self-concept and congruence between the amount of 
effort invested in work and grades received, it appeared that when students 
reported that they had positive approaches to studying at school but had bad 
relationships with teachers and friends, they presented the highest levels of 
academic self-concept at college and the most congruence in their perceived 
effort and grades received for their work. When they reported that they had 
positive approaches to studying at school, bad relationships with teachers but 
good friendships however, they had the most negative academic self-concept 
at college and also the least congruence in perceived effort invested in their 
work and grades received. It would appear therefore, that friendships at 
school provide a key to current academic self-concept. An explanation for 
this may involve a differences in attribution and the extent to which positive or 
negative feedback for work is internalised. If a child has few friends at school 
it is possible that they have less distractions from work and put most of their 
energy into their studies. This in turn may lead to consistent positive 
outcomes for their work. If they feel that they have worked hard, but this was
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not reflected in their grades, they may report bad relationships with their 
teachers although feeling confident in their academic ability. An external 
attribution may therefore provide a protection to their overall academic self- 
concept. One of the reasons they may have experienced negative friendships 
at school could involve unpopularity as a result of prioritising work over the 
social aspect of School life. A common label for those who work hard at 
school is 'swat'. For those who reported positive approaches to studying, bad 
relationships with teachers and good friendships, they had the lowest levels 
of academic self-concept at college. Another explanation may involve internal 
attributions when results for coursework are low. If individuals have reported 
positive approaches to studying at school and negative relationships with 
teachers, this suggests that there may be an incongruence between their 
perceived standard of work and how it was received by teachers. For those 
who had good friendships, there was possibly more likelihood that they would 
discuss the problem. Rather than individually formulating an explanation 
which may be self-protective in relation to academic self-concept, by talking 
about the problem it is possible that the explanations may become more 
complex, thereby introducing the possibility of internalising the fault as being 
their own inability. This would be particularly difficult if they perceive that 
they have effective study habits but do not attain high grades to reflect this. 
Another dimension to having good friendships is the issue of comparison. If 
an individual has minimal contact with peers at school, they are less likely to 
be involved in comparing grades and study habits. For those who have a 
wide circle of friends however, comparisons may be undermining. If an 
individual perceives that they are working effectively but attain low grades,
147
whilst their friends may appear to be working more ineffectively but attain 
higher grades, their explanation for this could be internalised as being due to 
having lesser competence than their friends. A negative academic self- 
concept may start to emerge and this may become an integral part of their 
learner identity. Another finding in relation to past and current experiences of 
education involved current study habits and experiences of school and again 
it appeared that this was dependent on whether friendships had been positive 
or negative at school. There was evidence to suggest that when individuals 
reported that they had bad relationships with teachers, negative experiences 
of friendship and ineffective study habits at school they were most likely to 
have ineffective study habits at college. Alternatively, when they had bad 
relationships with teachers, ineffective study habits and positive friendships 
at school, they were more likely to have effective approaches to study at 
college. This provides further insights into differences between past and 
current study habits. Although an earlier finding indicated that where study 
habits at school were positive, they also tended to be positive at college, this 
suggests that there are some more subtle dimensions to this. An explanation 
for the friendship aspect to this finding may involve the requirement in HE to 
develop independent learning skills. Individuals who have effective social 
skills, may therefore be more likely to work effectively in study groups at 
college. The understanding that there is less time available from tutors at 
college than there was from teachers at school may provide an incentive to 
find independent means of studying effectively.
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Another dimension of academic self-concept involved congruence or 
incongruence between perceived academic ability and whether this was 
sufficient in terms of an understanding about the standard of work required at 
degree level. Although this scale was not highly reliable there was evidence 
to suggest that there was an interaction with past experiences of school. 
Where relationships with teachers and friends were negative and where 
approaches to studying were effective it appeared that individuals perceived 
more congruence in that they perceived that their academic ability 
met the requirements of the degree. Where individuals had bad relationships 
with teachers, effective approaches to study and good friendships however, 
there was the most incongruence in perceived ability and self-evaluation of 
degree standards required. From these findings, a pattern emerged where 
positive or negative friendships at school seemed to impact on current overall 
academic self-concept, particularly in relation to confidence in academic 
ability.
Reasons to Participate in HE & Current Experiences
Another dimension to current experiences of education involved individuals' 
reasons for participating in HE. An investigation into differences in 
motivations to undertake the degree provided further insights into current 
experiences at college. If individuals have chosen to study in order to meet 
new friends or improve their social life, their priorities may be less work 
centred than those who have chosen to study in order to secure a well paid 
and high status job on completion of the degree. Four motivations to 
participate were identified from the literature review (Boshier, 1991) and
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these included a desire to make new friends or (social contact), to improve 
career prospects (career goals), to move away from an unhappy relationship 
or boring lifestyle (social stimulation) or for the enjoyment of learning itself 
(cognitive interest). Although there were no differences found between the 
reason to participate in HE and current levels of self-esteem or experiences 
of evaluation, a number of differences were found for academic self-concept 
and academic stress. It appeared that individuals who had decided to 
participate in HE for cognitive interest, had the most positive overall 
academic self-concept. There was also evidence to suggest that they 
experienced the most congruence in their perceptions about the amount of 
effort invested in work and their grades received and also confident that their 
peers were positive about their academic ability. In addition, they were the 
most confident in both their academic ability and overall satisfaction with 
college. When individuals had not decided to participate for cognitive 
interest or career motivations but for social contact however, they had the 
most doubt in their academic ability.
The finding associated with those who enter HE for cognitive interest can be 
directly linked to Smithers and Robinson's (1995) questions about the 
changing nature of University structures:
"Is our expanded HE system intended to respond 
mainly to student demand or to economic need: is it to be primarily 
For self-development or job training? The antithesis may not be as 
sharp as formerly when a university education was seen by many as 
being purely for interest and most degrees were not regarded as 
qualifications for anything specific"
(Smithers & Robinson, 1995, Post-18 Education - growth, change & prospect, 
pp.6).
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This is a particularly interesting finding as there appears to be a contradiction 
in terms of academic self-concept and doubts in academic ability. On further 
examination however, it becomes clear that the measure for academic self- 
concept included seven different dimensions. Although academic self- 
concept has an overall positive or negative dimension in relation to 
confidence in ability, there were also different dimensions to this aspect of 
self-concept which included perceptions of others and attitudes to college. 
Although it would appear that for those who have decided to participate for 
the enjoyment of learning, current experiences seemed to meet their own 
expectations. When considering however, that they are also likely to bring 
with them doubts in their academic ability, this needs to be taken into account 
when designing courses. To be in a highly competitive learning environment 
with a negative academic self-concept in terms of academic ability where 
evaluation is at the heart of the experience, it would be appropriate for 
educators to be sensitive to these individuals. When feeding back 
evaluations for coursework it could be helpful to ensure that there is a 
balance between negative and positive comment. Critical evaluation of 
students' coursework may need to emphasise the positive aspects of the 
work before leading straight into the negative comment. For those who have 
decided to study for the enjoyment of learning, it is possible that they put 
more of themselves into their work and therefore any negative evaluations 
may be perceived as criticisms of themselves rather than for their work. 
Smithers and Robinson (1995) argued that within the expanded HE system, it 
is important to preserve opportunities for individuals to pursue their curiosity 
and study subjects for their own sake. Apart from self-development and the
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provision of academics for the future, there should be a commitment to 
encourage individuals to become highly educated and develop skills to apply 
their minds to a variety of skills. HE therefore needs to provide two types of 
study which include those of subjects and disciplines as well as the provision 
of bodies of knowledge which are organised to meet practical demands. This 
links to a further finding from this study which involves the impact of a 
decision to undertake the degree for career goals and levels of academic 
stress. There was significant evidence to show that when individuals 
undertake the degree to improve their career prospects, they reported higher 
levels of academic stress. This extended the earlier finding where direct 
entry female students reported higher levels of academic stress than re-entry 
students.
Hierarchical Multiple Regression Analysis
These findings were investigated further through hierarchical multiple 
regression analysis. This examined three key areas of current academic 
experience which included self-esteem, academic self-concept and academic 
stress. Although age had focused strongly in the literature review, this did 
not form a significant part of the models derived.
Self-esteem
In relation to current academic self-esteem and belief in ones own ability, the 
congruence experienced between the grade and the effort put into work and 
the desire to enter education for social stimulation proved to be the key 
variables. This finding indicates that self-esteem is associated with doubt in 
academic ability and also when self-esteem is low, there is less congruence
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experienced between the amount of effort invested in work and the grades 
received. This however, needs further clarification since this incongruence 
could be related to the argument raised by Okun (1991 ). This refers to 
students who have low self-esteem and have a tendency to 'trunkate' their 
emotional and cognitive reactions to positive college events. This 
incongruence may also relate to Brown and McGill (1989) who found that 
students may reflect favourable feedback for coursework. This involves a 
confusion where students receive high grades for their work but do not feel 
that they deserve the outcome. This could be described as 'baggage' when 
some students with low self-esteem may persist in holding on to a familiar 
negative learner identity in order to maintain psychological continuity. The 
alternative may involve considerable identity confusion. A follow up study 
would therefore need to investigate this finding further. Another dimension to 
this finding involved an association between self-esteem and the reason to 
participate in HE being for social stimulation. It was argued in chapter 2 that a 
self-esteem crisis maybe triggered by a need to change our image of who we 
want to be and Sanford (1993) argued that when our ideals are in question 
and in transition, this involves a lowering of self-esteem. This 'model' for self­
esteem however, found that when students had decided to participate in HE 
for social stimulation, they were high in self-esteem. When considering that 
social stimulation was described by Boshier as a desire to move away from 
boring work or an unhappy relationship, it would appear that these findings 
challenge Sandford's argument. The self-discrepancy theory developed by 
Higgins (1987) however, may explain this finding. This refers to the 'ought' 
self and the 'ideal' self which may act as different 'self-guides'. If a student
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has decided to participate in HE to improve their life circumstances in terms 
of work or relationships, they maybe in a period of transition. Higgins argued 
however, that the degree of discrepancy between perceptions of one's 
'actual' self and 'ought' self can predict an individuals' emotional wellbeing. 
The decision to participate in HE may therefore increase levels of self-esteem 
as a result of acting upon the discrepancy and moving towards an integration 
of the 'actual' and 'ideal' self rather than living with the discrepancy.
Academic Self-Concept
A different set of variables were evident when looking at academic self- 
concept. This was most strongly predicted by a combination of current self­
esteem, having high cognitive motivation to return to education and a positive 
attitude to studying when at secondary school. Attitudes towards the self as 
a learner are therefore closely linked to self-esteem. Messick (1979) 
advocated the importance of focusing on cognitive measures of personal 
characteristics in students and these findings have confirmed that students' 
academic self-concept had an impact on self-esteem. This finding also 
indicated that academic self-concept appeared to be higher when students 
reported that they had decided to participate in HE for cognitive interest. An 
earlier finding had indicated that re-entry students were more likely to 
participate in HE for this reason. This does suggest, that although re-entry 
students had reported the most negative experiences at school, if their 
reason to participate was for the enjoyment of learning, they had a positive 
academic self-concept. It therefore seemed that negative school experiences 
do not necessarily have a negative impact on current academic self-concept.
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This may be explained by the process of personal transformation and re­
creation of self-identity. Wakeford (1994) and Shah (1994) argued that 
identity may be seen as a form of continual production rather than a finished 
product. Rather than taking the pessimistic view that our learner 'identity' is 
fixed and stable, there is perhaps a more optimistic view. Even if an individual 
has a negative experience of school they do not have to be 'stuck' with a 
negative academic self-concept in future learning experiences. Positive 
approaches to studying at school also provided information about current 
levels of academic self-concept which was more positive when study habits at 
school had been effective. Although the argument that re-entry students 
come into HE having had negative experiences of school has been supported 
(Hopper & Osbourne, 1975; Coopersmith, 1975; Daines, 1992), this finding 
indicates that the impact of this on current academic self-concept depends on 
a combination of other variables. In this case, a multi-variate approach found 
that self-esteem, the reason to participate in HE (cognitive interest) and a 
particular aspect of school (study habits) provided deeper insights into current 
academic self-concept.
Academic Stress
A different pattern was evident when considering academic stress which was 
associated with a negative attitude to peer evaluation and a desire to return to 
education for professional advancement. Analysis of variance had found that 
direct entry female students presented the highest levels of stress. This had 
supported Abouserie's (1994) findings that females were more stressed than 
males, but also extended on this with evidence to show an age difference. A
155
further finding indicated that direct entry students were most likely to 
participate for career advancement. This finding therefore provides a partial 
explanation for academic stress which appears to be associated with direct 
entry female students who are motivated to undertake the degree to improve 
their career prospects. Although multiple regression analysis has found a 
percentage of explained variance for academic stress, a further study needs 
to investigate this further.
CONCLUSION
The initial phase of this investigation demonstrates the diverse nature of 
academic experiences which should not be treated as a single entity. Clearly 
different aspects of the experience of HE are related to various and different 
aspects of the individuals' current and past experiences. There are multiple 
factors which link into an individuals' experience in a HE context. The 
complexity of the inter-relationship of these factors has been partially 
demonstrated in the current study and the regression analysis accounted for 
between 29 and 43 percent of the variance in the outcome measures used. 
This suggests that there are clearly a number of important variables which 
have yet to be explained and further follow-up work is therefore required to 
clarify these findings.
The first phase of this research has identified phenomena in relation to 
student experiences of HE through the literature review which informed a six- 
part questionnaire and subsequent data analysis. Multiple Regression 
Analysis and Multi-Variate Analysis of the data has explained a percentage of
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variance for student experiences of HE. The next phase of research will 
involve a qualitative approach which will be informed by the findings of this 
current study. In depth interviews will illuminate both further understanding of 
the main findings and also attempt to access other key factors which may 
influence the student experience of HE. The current investigation has 
established a solid foundation on which to build a holistic understanding of the 
multi-faceted nature of student experiences in the 1990s.
This study has centralized the metaphor or 'luggage' and 'baggage' to 
illustrate differences in the undergraduate experience according to a number 
of different variables order to challenge assumptions about age differences.
"But as the metaphor gains more and more ground, accommodates more and more 
in Itself, It Invites the onlooker to rest In It, to anticipate a pleasure to which restless 
reflection perhaps would lead one by a long detour"
(Kierkegaard, 1841, In The Concept of Irony: With Continual Reference to Socrates. 
pp.103-104)
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CHAPTER IV
The Roots of College Experience 
METHODOLOGY
INTERVIEW STRUCTURE 
Development of interview Schedule
Although Multiple Regression Analysis explained a certain percentage of the 
variance for variables included in the last study, this investigation was 
designed to explore the findings further by use of a qualitative methodology. 
The focus of the last study included the three outcome measures of global 
self-esteem, academic self-concept and academic stress. The emphasis for 
this study, was to discover phenomenon around student experiences of these 
issues from the participants themselves. Rather than forcing responses from 
a structured interview, broad areas were introduced to facilitate students' own 
stories. A more ‘grounded’ approach was therefore integrated into the 
design. Qualitative research rarely focuses specifically on eliciting narratives 
in the interview context and Chase (1995) suggested that conventional 
interviewing approaches often suppress respondents' stories. Mishler (1986) 
argued that interviewees will tell stories even if not encouraged to do so 
because the impulse to narrate is an integral part of human experience. To 
ask for, and attend to another's story in the interview context however, is not 
a simple exercise since it involves an altered conception about what 
interviews are and how they should be conducted. The idea that people 
make sense of their own experience and communicate meaning by means of
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narration suggests a need to turn interviews into occasions where 
interviewees are asked for their life stories. There is a distinction between 
stories and reports (Polyani, 1985) in so far as story telling allows the 
recipient to take responsibility for making the relevance of the telling clear. 
The recipient usually elicits a report therefore the burden of interpretation 
falls to the receiver of the report. In the interview, the difference between 
hearing stories or reports depends on who takes responsibility for the content 
of the talk. If an interviewer wants to hear stories rather than reports, then 
the task is to invite individuals to tell their own stories and encourage them to 
take responsibility for the meaning of their talk. The weight of responsibility 
is shifted to the interviewee in a way that they may willingly take on that role.
In this study, participants were given an overview of the research being 
undertaken prior to each interview. The research was described as being an 
investigation into student experiences of education from school to their 
current experiences at college. They were given the opportunity to ask 
questions about the research, as it appeared from the pilot interviews that 
uncertainty about their input into the interviews may engender a certain 
amount of anxiety. They were also encouraged to take quiet time to reflect if 
they need to search back into their memory for information about experiences 
in the past. Four pilot interviews were undertaken, in order to establish the 
most effective approach for generating data on students’ education 
experiences. During these interviews, there was sometimes a sense of 
urgency to fill in as much information as possible in one to one and a half­
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hours, particularly when there is a tape recorder involved. This emphasis on 
time to reflect, therefore, allowed interviewees to think about their education 
stories and possibly provide more in depth information and disclosure. Care 
was taken to ensure that questions asked were phrased in everyday 
language rather than complex psychological terminology. When asking about 
academic self-concept, for example, rather than using technical language 
participants were asked whether they ever had any doubts about their 
academic ability. In relation to global self-esteem, participants were asked 
questions about confidence in themselves generally. Thought was also given 
to the need to ask participants about their thoughts and feelings so that the 
information was rich enough to shed light on the problem being investigated. 
When participants talked about issues around education experiences during 
and after their responses, they were encouraged to talk about their feelings 
about these. For example one participant described a particular practice at 
her school where the headmistress used to read out marks in front of the 
school each week at assembly. The grades were read out in order - highest 
first and lowest last. Rather than leaving this part of her story on a 
descriptive level, the interviewer encouraged this participant to move into 
another level of information by asking how she had felt about this. As a 
result, more depth of information emerged and feelings of humiliation and a 
'dread' of morning assemblies were expressed. The relationship constructed 
between the inquirer and interviewee also affects the quality of their 
responses to questions. Although no interviewees refused permission to 
record the interviews, some expressed slight self-consciousness or
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apprehension about the tape recorder. In response to this, before starting 
each interview, time was taken to develop a rapport between interviewee and 
interviewer. Towards the end of this a request to turn on the tape recorder 
was made so that the interviewee may desensitise any anxiety about its' 
presence during the relationship building rather than during the interview 
itself.
Pilot Work & Modifications
The interview schedule was initially 'piloted' on four undergraduate 
psychology students. The 'prototype' interview schedule was semi-structured 
and started with questions about students' current experiences in HE, then 
invited to talk about their experiences of school. This approach was over­
directive and disjointed. For example, one participant started to talk about 
her current experiences at college and became so involved with the present 
that she stated that she found it difficult to think back so far. It was felt 
therefore, that any problems of recalling experiences from the past, may be 
reduced if individuals spoke of their education ‘journey’. The recalling of one 
episode which may trigger memories of the next, was facilitated by asking 
participants to tell their own education story from school to current 
experiences at college up until the interview. This led to a more evolutionary 
and chronological ordering of events and experiences. In addition, this 
approach generated more depth of disclosure, possibly due to the emphasis 
being placed on interviewees taking responsibility for the content of their own 
story rather than a structured interview schedule. Although the emphasis
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was on their own story, participants were informed that there were some 
particular issues, which would be 'probed' during their story telling. As far as 
possible, the direction to the concepts that needed to be addressed were 
'guided' from emergent themes coming from the interviewees rather than a 
disjointed question and answer approach. If participants appeared to be 
moving towards a particular aspect of their education, which was central to 
the interview schedule, they were encouraged to extend their description of 
the experience. This encouraged the story to be emergent from the 
interviewee rather than from the interviewer. Another alteration as a result of 
the pilot study, involved a change in the way the interviewer asked students 
about their reasons to participate in HE. In the first quantitative study four 
sub-scales of the Education Participation Scale (Boshier, 1991 ) were used to 
establish whether students had decided to participate for the enjoyment of 
learning, cognitive interest, social stimulation or social contact. During the 
pilot work for this study, participants were informed about Boshier's 
identification of these reasons to participate and asked direct questions about 
the extent to which these motivations to participate in HE applied to them. It 
became clear that this was not an effective approach since the emphasis for 
this study was to extend the findings of the first study rather than repeat the 
same questions. A simple question 'why did you decide to come into Higher 
Education' provided richer information. On occasions interviewees provided 
the answer to this question without prompting.
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Final Interview Schedule
The semi-structured interview schedule included global areas, which were to 
be covered during the process of interviewees telling their education 'story'. 
An evolution in chronological order of experiences was desired although the 
emphasis was to allow participants freedom to structure their own narrative. 
The 'structured' areas included: past experiences of school (participants to 
choose their own emphasis on primary, secondary or sixth form college), 
experiences of work and/or study during the break between school and 
higher education (where applicable), reason(s) for participating in HE.
Current experiences in higher education included academic self-concept, 
experience of evaluation, competition with peers, friendship and academic 
stress. Global self-esteem was also investigated. Technical terminology was 
avoided in order to reduce misunderstandings and avoid hierarchical 
relationship perceptions of 'novice' and 'expert' between the interviewer and 
interviewee. This is particularly poignant in this context where the participants 
were all studying psychology and may have felt that they were expected to 
understand certain psychological concepts. Care was taken to avoid 'jargon' 
thereby ensuring that any feelings of inferiority were not generated by the 
interview experience. In addition, assumptions about knowledge of 
psychological terms were avoided. Apart from guiding interviewees towards 
these structured areas, emphasis was placed on 'probing' around 
interviewees’ own education experiences. For the most part, the structured 
areas naturally came up during the stories unfolding although on occasions 
the interviewer overtly asked about them.
163
INTERVIEWEES 
Recruitment
First, second and third year undergraduate psychology students from the 
department of psychology at the University were invited to take part in 
interviews for this study in November 1996. Students were approached after 
lectures and briefly informed that the research was in the area of student 
experiences of Higher Education and the interviews would last between one 
to one and a half-hours. If they were interested in taking part, volunteers 
were requested to complete a 'mini' questionnaire (see Appendix VI) which 
would provide the researcher with information about students’ age, gender, 
year of study and contact details. These 'mini' questionnaires were kept 
separate from the interview transcripts at all times so that participants’ 
confidentiality was secured. They were also requested to provide information 
on their overall school experience on a rating scale of 1-7 (1=Bad 7=Good). 
This control was to establish a balanced sample for the 'past experience of 
school' component of the interview in relation to positive and negative 
experiences.
Table 31: Volunteer responses for first, second and third year psychology undergraduates
First Year Second Year Third Year
60.50% 30.25% 9.25 %
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The overall response was 119 volunteers, 60.50% of whom were in their first 
year of study for the degree, 30.25% in their second year and 9.25% in their 
third year. Forty interviews were an appropriate target for this study, 
therefore target sampling was used to select the sample. The participants 
were selected according to their age and phase of entry direct- entry (straight 
from school) and re-entry (having had at least 2 years break between leaving 
school and participating in HE). An attempt was made to balance the sample 
for gender and also for ‘good’ or ‘bad’ overall experiences of school. Two 
tape recordings were not viable due to a flat battery on the microphone and 
two students did not turn up for interview at the agreed time. On subsequent 
contact these students had left college early for their Christmas vacation 
therefore there were thirty-six viable interview transcripts.
Interviews took place in November and December 1996 in a research room at 
the University.
Participant Characteristics
Thirty-six undergraduate psychology student volunteers from the psychology 
department of the University. There were twelve re-entry females, eight re­
entry males, thirteen direct entry females and three direct entry males. Table 
25 below shows participant numbers in relation to gender, phase of entry, 
age range, means and percentages:
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Table 32; Age range, age means and percentages for the sample of re-entry and direct entry
Gender & 
Entry Phase 
n=36
Age Range Mean Age Total %
Re-Entry Females 
n=12
20-53 36.3 33.3%
Re-Entry Males 
n=8
24-56 32.7 22.2%
Direct Entry Females 
n=13
18.6 18-21 36.1%
Direct Entry Males 
n=3
18.3 18-19 8.3%
Note: Direct entry students would have been 18/19 on entry and 21/22 in their third year.
In this sample 69.4% were female and 30.6% were male undergraduates. Of 
these 55.5% were re-entry and 44.5% were direct entry students. This skew 
in gender distribution is a concurrent problem when undertaking research 
with undergraduates in Psychology, which attracts more female than male 
students. This is reflected in the psychology department at this particular 
University where there were 73 (20%) male compared to 290 (80%) female 
undergraduate students studying single and combined honours degrees in 
1996/7 when this study was undertaken.
Interview Process
The nature and style of the interviews were directed towards a genuinely 
human relationship between the interviewer and the interviewee as 
advocated by Massarik (1985). Rapport and depth interviewing were deemed 
to be a central characteristic for the current investigation. Rapport 
interviewing can be well bounded and a significant measure of mutual trust
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exists. The interview objectives were focused and delimited whereby small 
talk, casual by-play and interpersonal activity which are not centred on the 
interview content were integrated. Depth Interviewing is characterised by an 
intensive process on the part of the interviewer to explore thoroughly and 
more deeply than the typical rapport interview, the views and dynamics of the 
interviewees. Some interviewees more than others were more receptive to 
this style of interview and on these occasions the interviewer's genuine 
concern with the interviewee as a person generated a reciprocation of this 
feeling by valuing the interviewer's motives and seeking to respond in 
appropriate depth. Since the time frame was not tightly constrained some 
interviewees asked questions of the interviewer by exploring intent, seeking 
clarification and actively participating in the process of seeking 
understanding. These approaches to interviewing were recommended by 
Massarick (1985) and involved an ethos in which a collaborative approach to 
the enquiry was incorporated. The relationship between the interviewer and 
interviewee became less hierarchical and more of a mutual approach to 
understanding the phenomena under investigation.
Interviewing style
The pilot interviews were qualitatively different to subsequent interviews as a 
result of modifications to the interviewing style. In the first pilot interview, the 
interviewee talked too much and asked leading questions therefore the 
balance of dialogue was ineffective.
A technique, which developed throughout the course of the interviewing
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process was sometimes to engage in conversations about issues which were 
raised. On one particular occasion an interviewee asked whether studying 
psychology helped people to deal with their own life issues. It was felt that 
there was a poignancy about the question, therefore both interviewer and 
interviewee occasionally went on a 'digression'. This felt like a more mutual 
activity rather than a question and answer style, which was more relaxed and 
possibly enhanced the depth of disclosure.
After analysing twelve interviews, it became clear on reading the transcripts 
again in more depth that the style of interviewing had changed after the pilot 
interviews. The introduction to the interview became more concise starting 
with school and encouraged a more chronological approach to the story.
Contradiction, Avoidance & Hidden Meaning
The difficulty in obtaining information became progressively clear. A question 
may be asked, but there is no guarantee that there will either be an answer, 
or if the respondent does answer, that this is the 'truth'. There were times for 
example, when some participants employed an avoidant strategy to dodge a 
difficult question. When asked about exams one participant digressed, and it 
appeared that she might not have wanted to talk about exams. Avoidance 
(silence) when asked about feelings that are difficult, may be information in 
itself. However, to speculate on the inner meaning for the individual may be 
inappropriate since the imposition of meaning by the researcher may distort 
the original intent.
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There were occasions when interviewees may be talking about an issue and 
there appeared to be a contradiction in what they said and how they 
sounded. For example on one occasion an interviewee was talking about her 
school experience and on reading the transcript there would have been no 
sense of the emotion underneath the written word. A memo was written to 
draw attention to this issue and read "I heard great sadness in her voice at 
this point of the interview - sadness was HEARD not transcribed but 
acknowledged through memos.
Confidentiality & Ethics
The American Psychological Association and the British Psychological 
Society codes and guidelines for ethics in psychological research were 
consulted. A feature of current ethical guidelines is that the term 'subjects' 
was to be replaced by the term 'participants'. This reflects a changing view of 
the individual in psychology which involves a shift in the perception of the 
role of the participant in the laboratory from object to person (Silverman,
1977). The l-lt relationship has therefore been replaced by the I-You 
relationship which has implications for the research process itself (Schultz,
1969). In line with the ethical principles for the conduct of research with 
human participants as put forward by the American Psychological Association 
and the British Psychological Society, five key ethical principles were 
addressed prior to this research being undertaken. Competence was 
addressed by keeping up-to-date with current developments in this field.
Also keeping an awareness raised about the researchers own personal
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interest in the subject, which may influence professional judgement. This was 
monitored during supervision, which consistently addressed the 'justification' 
and accountability for use of particular methodologies during the design and 
analysis phases of the research. Confidentiality for participants was 
monitored. The identity of individuals was concealed and all data was secure 
Names of participants were changed at the point of transcription and 
pseudonyms were used to secure confidentiality. At the point of recruitment, 
all potential volunteers were assured that interviews would be treated in strict 
confidence. All names would be changed and identity would be concealed. 
Consent was addressed at the point of recruitment and at the time of 
interview. All participants were aged 18 years and over therefore no 
individuals who took part in the research were in loco parentis. Prior to each 
interview taking place a preliminary briefing about the nature of the research 
was given. Participants were asked whether they minded the interview being 
tape-recorded and on no occasion was this deemed to be a problem. 
Clarification that this was a research interview and not a therapeutic or 
counselling interview was deemed necessary due to a substantial number of 
participants being in their first year and undertaking psychology and 
counselling courses. Participants were informed that they had the choice to 
withdraw at any time in the interview. Deception was not necessary or 
appropriate for this study. Participants were fully informed about the nature 
of the research and given an opportunity to ask questions both at the point of 
recruitment, prior to, during and after the interview itself. This was to ensure 
that individuals clearly understood their role in the research and if there were
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any misunderstandings these could be clarified. Protection of participants 
involved a clear statement to each individual prior to and at the end of each 
interview that they were invited to contact the investigator if they experienced 
any discomfort after the interview. Participants were also informed that there 
was access to Counselling if they felt they needed further help. At the end of 
each interview participants were asked to comment on their experience of the 
interview itself as a process of monitoring for both the participant and the 
researcher. Although care was taken to ensure that no undesirable 
consequences would be experienced in the interview, this was a technique to 
ensure that individuals had the opportunity to identify any aspects of the 
interview, which may have caused discomfort. This was also an attempt to 
minimise the hierarchy of the researcher/interviewee relationship thereby 
focusing on the l-You rather than l-lt approach (Gale, 1995).
Reflections on the interview Process
Often it was at the end of the interview when depth of disclosure was likely to 
arise. As in Counselling interviews, difficult issues are often left until the end, 
so that there is an imminent ‘escape’ if the going gets too tough. On a few 
occasions, I asked students if they minded if I switched the tape recorder 
back on, and the following part revealed deeper insights into the story. The 
majority of participants reported that they had found the interview experience 
beneficial in terms of telling their story to ‘another’. On a number of 
occasions it was a described as a positive experience in relation to framing 
their education story and identifying past education experiences which had
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not been addressed for many years.
Equipment
A SANYO audio tape recorder was used to record the interviews and a 
SANYO TRC-8800 to transcribe interviews. WINMAX Pro '97 Software for 
Scientific Text Analysis (Kuckartz, 1996) was employed to organise, code 
and analyse the frequencies of codewords for the development of both a 
qualitative and quantitative analysis of the interview data. Subsequently 
frequencies of codings were recorded in the form of contingency tables for 
Correspondence Analysis by use of a Software Programme (Hammond,
1987). ‘WINZIP’ was used to compress data files which were too large to 
save on floppy disks. SPSS for Windows converted output from the 
correspondence analysis into scatter plots to give a visual representation of 
associations between the variables under investigation.
THE EMERGENT TREE' 
Transcription Process
The researcher transcribed the interviews since it was felt that the process of 
transcribing kept the interviewer close to the data. All comment, utterances 
and hesitations were recorded to ensure an authentic representation of the 
data. Immediately after each interview, a summary of the interview 
experience was recorded and this was coded into a category entitled 
'Observations'. Whilst transcribing, emergent themes were noted therefore a 
sub-level analysis of the data ran alongside this part of the process.
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After the interviewing and transcription phase of this study, there was a 
holistic 'feel' for emergent themes and students' experiences of their 
individual education journeys. Although the next phase of content analysis 
would organise the data into meaningful segments of text, it was deemed 
necessary to record the overall impressions before focusing on the minutiae, 
which may disintegrate the whole.
Importing Transcripts into Software for Qualitative Data Analysis 
(WINMAX)
There are a number of different software packages for qualitative data 
analysis including NUDIST, KWALITAN, HYPERTEXT, CODE-A-TEXT and 
WINMAX. A workshop in Stirling was attended and this introduced these 
packages. After the workshop, it was decided to use WINMAX,which is 
particularly appropriate for the type of data collected in this study. It is a 
powerful tool for text analysis and can be used for both Grounded Theory, as 
well as providing a facility to combine qualitative and quantitative procedures. 
WINMAX provides an option to 'lift out' chunks of data from the whole text.
For example, when all interview transcripts have been coded into meaningful 
categories it is useful to observe all protocols in one or more chosen 
categories. A 'list of codings' will 'lift out' all segments of text which were 
coded into the chosen category(s). This can be done for all codings, across 
all interviews or for a selection of codings and a selection of interviews which 
facilitates comparisons to be made across different groups of interviewees 
(age, gender etc.). There is also an automatic facility, which builds up
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frequencies of codings and numbers of transcribed lines as the analysis 
progresses (see Appendix VII)). Apart from the amount of times (frequencies 
of coded segments) - there is also access to information about how much 
time (lines) was given to each category.
Another feature of WINMAX is the facility to write memos in the margin as the 
analysis develops, therefore it is possible to record thoughts and emergent 
themes as the analysis continues. This provides a systematic monitoring of 
difficulties and methodological observations throughout the analysis. One of 
these involved the problem of defining ‘discrete’ categories, particularly at the 
outset. If there appeared to be ambiguity across categories, this was noted in 
the ‘memo’ facility which could be referred to throughout the process. In the 
final analysis, the memos helped to maintain continuity of the experience of 
both interviewing and analysing the data.
When all the interviews were transcribed, these were appropriately formatted 
into Courier font, 1" left and 3" right margins and transformed into ASCII 
before importing into WINMAX.
Coding Categories
Content analysis was undertaken in order to provide frequency data for 
analysis of the data. Coding categories emerged from the data and a coding 
'tree' was developed (see Appendix VII)). Meaningful segments of text were 
identified and organised into different concepts, which also contained sub­
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categories. Three overall time phases were identified and these included 
time at school, experiences during the break between school and HE and 
current experiences at college. The final coding tree consisted of 
categorisations for both positive and negative experiences. School included a 
category for overall positive and negative experience. More in-depth 
information included academic issues, which had sub-categories for 
academic self-concept and relationship with teachers. A further category 
included issues around relationships with sub-categories for parents, peers 
and teachers. In the negative dimension of experience there was also a 
category for bullying at school. Continuity and change in experiences during 
the school years, experiences of leaving school, memories and approach to 
learning also formed part of the categorisation for this education phase. The 
break between school and college life phase was also divided into both 
positive and negative experiences. Sub-categories included academic issues 
with a sub-category for academic self-concept. There was also a category for 
positive and negative interpersonal relationships. Another sub-category 
included positive and negative work experiences. Themes, which were 
categorised in relation to current experience of HE, included positive and 
negative experiences of academic issues and relationships. Emergent sub­
categories for academic issues included academic self-concept, parents and 
tutors. Sub-categories for relationships included living in halls, peers and 
tutors. There was also a category for stress, which was a negative dimension 
of college experience and sub-categories included coping strategies and 
homesickness. ‘Family relationships’ was another theme, which emerged
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from the interviewees. This was coded into positive and negative 
experiences of children, parents, partner, parenting and siblings. Issues, 
which centred around personal insights and disclosures were categorised 
under 'personality'. This category had sub-categories which included 
confidence, self-doubt, self-esteem, academic self-concept in relation to 
learning, issues around change in self image, personal problems and coping 
strategies for these and reflections on self and changes in perceptions about 
self. Towards the end of each interview participants were asked to 
summarise their experience of college life and this was coded under 'your 
story' (see Appendix VIIl).
Content Analysis: Methodological Considerations
In the initial phase of content analysis and developing coding categories 
there was often a struggle to fit content into categories squarely. In the early 
phases of content analysis, there were frequent mentions by the researcher 
in the form of memos on analysis issues, that some segments could be coded 
into two or more different categories. Eventually this problem reduced as the 
categories on the coding tree became more discrete. It was also difficult to 
establish the size of meaningful segments of text. If the segment was too 
short it would not stand up on its own as a meaningful whole and if it was too 
long, subtle differences in meaning may have been lost.
There were issues, which were quite specific to the different sub-population 
groups of participants. Homesickness issues and living in halls for example.
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were exclusively in the domain of direct entry students. In addition, a 
category for 'financial problems' may mean the first time a direct entry student 
has had to cope with managing their own finances, it could also mean that 
they have no money to manage. Another example may be role conflict, which 
may involve different emphasis for different groups of students. For direct 
entry students this may refer to the tear between developing a social group 
and studying whilst for re-entry students it may be a tear between child 
minding and studying therefore the formation of social groups may not be an 
option. Although the same concept may be identified for the 'coding tree', the 
experience of it may be dependent on the phase of entry to HE.
After the first phase of coding there were 205 code categorisations and the 
depth of information was rich. Choices about categorisation of the data 
however, needed to be tighter, therefore a process of merging categories 
which were similar in meaning was undertaken. Although during the design 
stage of this study it had been decided to use content analysis, it was felt that 
this would be problematic. The nature of the interviews was narrative in so 
far as they were interviewees’ education stories more than a structured 
interview. The interviewers input was therefore part of the content. To simply 
include interviewees content would claim and report a monologue, which was 
not the case.
The decision to include interviewer dialogue in the analysis was guided by 
the need to look back on coded segments and check whether they made
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coherent sense on their own and out of context. On many occasions during 
the early phases of content analysis regular reviews of earlier codings were 
checked. The decision to code meaningful segments of dialogue rather than 
monologues was justified by the rationale for the methodologies adopted for 
this study which used both a quantitative and qualitative approach to the 
analysis. The emphasis for the qualitative dimension was to understand the 
psychological conceptions of the participants. In order to do this the 
transcripts needed to be subjected to close textual analysis and respondents' 
stories would only become available through an intensive interpretative 
engagement on the part of the researcher. This qualitative dimension of the 
analysis comes from an interpretative phenomenological perspective (Smith, 
1995). Inter-rater reliability was not undertaken. The amount of codings 
(205) in the first phase of coding and the nature of the transcripts which were 
generated from a semi-structured interview, informed the decision to exclude 
this procedure from the analysis process. If inter-raters had not been part of 
the experience, reliability checks would not reflect a holistic measure of 
agreement to the coding categories.
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RESULTS 
Content Analysis
Content analysis was carried out on the interview transcripts. This revealed 
205 categories and sub-categories for education stories from school to 
current experiences in Higher Education (see Appendix VIll). Pie charts have 
been developed to depict the frequencies of emergent themes, which were 
identified during the coding of the interview data. Initially this will provide a 
descriptive approach to the data as a whole, followed by a breakdown of sub­
categories and these include emergent themes which were prioritised in the 
interviews. The first chart denotes the frequencies of codings, which were 
categorised for the overall five key issues, which emerged. These included 
past experiences of school, experiences in the break between school and 
college, current experiences at college, reasons for participating in Higher 
Education and the impact of the family on education. Subsequent pie charts 
will provide further breakdowns of content and emergent themes within these. 
Examples of the interview data will be presented for each of the categories 
and sub-categories included in the analysis.
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Overall Summary of Education Experiences 
from School to Higher Education
Figure 1: Proportions of coding categories for the initial phase of analysis which were 
divided into three phases of education and wider life experiences, (i) School, (ii) 
experiences in the break between school and Higher Education iii) current experiences of 
studying for the degree. Further categories included reasons for participating in Higher 
Education and Family issues (see Appendix Vlill.
EDUCATION STORIES 
Proportion of Central Themes Categorised
why participate 
family
college
school
break
Figure 1 shows that overall, the majority of discussion was around college 
issues, followed by school. There was less discussion around issues in the 
break and this maybe due to this period being experienced only by re-entry 
students (see Appendix VIIl).
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An examination of the themes, which emerged from different education 
‘phases’ and wider life issues will follow:
SCHOOL EXPERIENCES
Interviewees were asked to relate their education experiences from school to 
their current experience at college. Although the ‘stories’ included academic 
experiences there was also a similar proportion of discussion around 
relationships with teachers at school. Friendships and the social aspect of 
school was another theme which frequently formed the opening comments in 
the interviews. For example, when asked about school, the first response 
tended to include discussion about friends and the social experience of 
school rather than academic issues.
Figure 2i Proportions of protocols for themes categorised around school experiences. These 
include discussions around academic issues, friendships and social issues (social & 
personal) and experiences with teachers.
SCHOOL
Proportion of Central Themes Categorized
teachers
social & personal
academic issues
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Figure 2 shows that the proportion of codings categorised for each of these 
issues are fairly evenly distributed.
Social & Personal Issues
This sub-category of school experience included a number of themes, which 
included positive experiences of friendship, isolation and experiences of 
bullying. The following examples illustrate some of the sentiments expressed 
by students in relation to these different emergent themes.
Methodological Note:
The ‘dots’ in the examples of interview text indicate hesitations.
The interviewer’s initial ‘F’ will be in bold typescript when presenting 
protocols from the interviews.
Ethics & Confidentiality:
All names have been changed for the purposes of concealing the identity of 
participants.
Positive Friendships
Friendships were a central discussion topic during the interviews. Indeed, 
there were many occasions when asked about school experiences, the 
opening discussion revolved around friends and social life, often to the point 
where the interviewer needed to prompt for information about academic 
issues. A number of key themes emerged from this sub-category and one of 
these involved popularity as a result of being slightly rebellious or ‘naughty'.
Alice described memories of secondary school where there appeared to be a
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suggestion that her 'naughtiness' had a bearing on her relationship with her 
friends:
was naughty I had friends there that I liked that liked me..'..."
In contrast, another theme, which emerged, involved the importance of being 
with friends who shared similar interests. Contrary to some of the problems 
with low motivation where an imbalance between work and play could create 
study problems, at secondary school, Belinda seemed to have found an 
effective solution which involved being witfi friends who wanted to study:
" three of my friends from primary school went there as well and I met three or four
other people in the first year and we basically had the same interests and they had a lot
to do with the fact that I enjoyed my learning as well because they were motivated in
the same way as me....they enjoyed learning and they enjoyed all of the activities that I 
enjoyed "
Christopher had been taught by Monks who had used particularly 
authoritarian teaching methods, which often involved the humiliation of 
pupils. Christopher felt that it was his personality, which he described as 
‘open’, which secured good friendships at school for him, therefore no 
particular strategy seemed to be employed in order to make friends. It 
appeared that friendship was probably one of the only redeeming features of 
his experience at school:
" I was not an outcast you know...I was a fairly sort of open kind of chap....you
know....I got to know people and so on...so I had plenty of
friends...um but in fact looking back on it I can see precious few others...."
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Isolation
In light of the emphasis placed on friendship at school, and particularly 
Christopher's poignant comment that looking back on school he could see 
'precious few* positive experiences of school, the issue of loneliness or 
isolation may have a particular emphasis. If friendship is a central part of 
school life in particular, the lack of this can be a painful experience. There 
may also be associations with 'bullying' when some children deliberately 
reject others. The reasons for this may be extremely complex, however a 
number of explanations for experiences of isolation emerged. One of these 
can involve over-protective parents, Dave had earlier talked about his 
mother who had been extremely overprotective and refused to allow him to go 
on school outings. This had caused a certain amount of problems, although 
when asked whether this had been problematic in terms of friendship Dave 
felt that this had not been the case. It had meant however, that when his 
friends were off on trips he was isolated from them:
".....I think school trips came towards the end of the year...and it was exams or
whatever kind of exams you have in that time and that was over....and then there was
a week when nothing much happens....and in that sense....when I didn't go...! didn't 
really have a lot of contact with the kids from my class after that anyway....so I had 
these two months in between before I saw them again "
Harriet explains her isolation experience as being due to lack of confidence. 
If confidence is low it may be difficult to make friends:
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"....I didn't really have any friends because I didn't have confidence "
Another explanation for isolation involved non-conformity or being different 
in some way. Gaynor suggested that because she did not have television at 
home her peers marginalized her:
" we didn't have TV and stuff....and people didn't understand that at all....they were
sort of I was very apart....very different to most people "
Experiences of Bullying
A number of students described feelings of marginalization and physical 
abuse from other children at school. This appeared to be distinct from 
feelings of isolation. Although definitions of bullying are open to negotiation, 
a category for this was created for references made to difficulties experienced 
at school which were often described by interviewees themselves as 
‘bullying’.
Alex was a first year male student and described school as being a negative 
experience for him overall. He had described a continuing anxiety about 
going to school and when asked about this, it seemed that the root cause of 
this was involved with an experience of ‘big bullies’. For Alex, it seemed that 
bullying took the form of physical abuse:
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F do you know what the nervousness was?
A. yes it was um....big bullies In school (laughs)....and being a little
lad I was quite small um I was a good runner though... I learnt to become a
fast runner (laughs) and so there was a bit of nervousness there....bullies hung
around the school gates and there was only so many entrances In..... and It wasn’t
until a wee bit later....when I actually fighting for myself ”
Another form of bullying took the form of verbal abuse. Dave was in his third 
year at college and remembered some negative experiences at school which 
were construed as bullying. He had been clever at school and found that his 
peers were resentful about his academic ability. Although Dave refers to 
being ‘teased’ this was construed as a form of bullying;
D. “I got teased for a lot of things... I think I was then and still am very competitive and I 
always got like....top marks in the class and I think there was kind of a resentment which 
came from other kids from that ”
Alternatively, Eddie who was in his first year at college described another 
type of bullying experience, which involved being marginalized by others. 
Although this led to feelings of isolation, he attributed this partly to his 
experience of being bullied. It seemed that there was a spiral in operation, 
where if he had not felt isolated there may have been less likelihood of being 
bullied. It was difficult to determine which came first, the isolation or the
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bullying or whether they interacted with each other:
E. “....I had less of a social life at school....partly because of the bullying....and partly 
because I didn't truly get on with the people which i associated with ”
Academic Issues
For the sub-category 'Academic Issues' at school, there were a number of 
themes, which emerged. The main categories, which will be included in this 
analysis, included motivation, achievement, anxiety, academic self-concept 
and evaluation.
Low motivation
There was considerably more discussion raised in relation to low rather than 
high motivation for study at school. On occasions there was a sense that 
participants had felt defeated by work for different reasons and this had 
evolved into low levels of motivation for study. Caroline had been ill as a 
young child and described an early memory of school. She had missed a lot 
of work through being absent and this appears to have negatively impacted 
on her approach to studying:
"I was out of school a lot and I fell behind an awful lot, so every time I came back to
school everybody was....like....very far ahead of me and...um I got to a point where I
thought...l can't be bothered with this so I stopped doing....well trying even "
Another theme around low motivation involved a sense of 'getting away with 
it'. This refers to an approach whereby individuals do as little work as 
possible and manage to scrape through with a pass rather than 'failing' and
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getting into trouble. Eric presents a memory of his strategies for studying at 
school:
"I didn't sort of put any effort....! just sort of did it the night before and stuff but only 
because I always got away with it sort of thing...."
this seems to suggest that if Eric had not 'got away with it' he may have put in 
more effort perhaps. This links to another theme around low motivation 
where it appeared that some individuals felt that if they had been 'pushed' 
more by the teachers, there may have been an improvement in academic 
achievement. The following extract illustrates a sense of disappointment 
about being unnoticed, almost as if Eric felt that the teachers were somehow 
indifferent to him. If the incentive to work is to please the teachers rather 
than for self-fulfilment, teachers' role in relation to motivation becomes an 
important consideration:
"....it was kind of as if you could go unnoticed as long as you handed in something....it
doesn't matter if it wasn't the standard "
therefore Eric's lack of motivation for study seemed to be rooted in teachers 
indifference to his work, reasons for studying being fairly pragmatic and also 
linked to the 'get away with it....' approach.
Another prominent theme around low motivation involved the dilemma 
between a balance of 'work' and 'play'. On a number of occasions if there 
was an imbalance, studies were adversely affected by social activities or
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friendship and vice versa.
Franky described her feelings about the relationship between work 
and play:
Achievement
This category was largely descriptive and included information on academic 
achievements at school.
Fiona was a second year, re-entry undergraduate and described her 
academic performance at school:
" I think my first report I had was 98% and it never dropped under 95% for the first
six years in education..."
Franky had been very keen to go on to a particular secondary school and 
needed to obtain six GCSE's for entry. Her incentive to study was therefore 
driven by a tangible force, which involved a personal desire to be accepted 
into the school of her choice:
"....if I pass six to get there then I'll be OK....which I did "
Franky was rewarded for her efforts therefore in terms of 'meta-learning', she 
was on a positive learning 'loop'.
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Anxiety
There was reference made to anxiety at school and the roots of this were 
mostly concerned with anxiety about examinations.
Fiona was a first year student who had described her overall experience of 
school as positive. She seemed confident in her academic ability and was 
achieving high grades for her coursework. However, she had a severe 
problem with examinations and on one particular occasion she had been 
overwhelmed with a sense of panic about an A'level examination:
F “....I had this bit of a panic attack you know....it was Psychology A’level when we all 
thought we had failed....
F. why was that?
F. um the other thing where I have a problem is that I'm really good at coursework.
get you know Bs and As and that sort of thing with my coursework....and exams let me 
down because I have a tendency to just panic basically ”
Felicity was also a first year student who described her overall experience of 
school as positive. However, she talked about a particular negative 
experience where she had failed an examination. Felicity referred to herself 
as a ‘coursework person’ and it seemed that this may have reduced the 
likelihood of internalising failure in an examination as part of her overall 
learner identity:
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F. why did you fail?
F. don’t know so I’m not very good at exams I’m a coursework person....I’m
awful at exams ”
Academic Self-concept
There was considerably more discussion about negative rather than positive 
academic self-concept at school. It also appeared that the variable, which 
was most likely to be associated with a reduced academic self-concept, 
involved difficulties experienced with Maths. In addition, it appeared that 
there were two dimensions to this problem. The first refers to some 
individuals feeling that they are simply ‘no good' at Maths. The other problem 
was with teachers who appeared to take no interest in individuals who found 
Maths a difficult subject to learn. Although it is important to avoid an over­
interpretation of this phenomenon, it could be argued that some individuals 
may doubt their ability in Maths as a result of poor teaching.
Fiona had described a positive overall experience of school, and initially she 
seemed to make an internal attribution for this by accepting that she was 
simply no good at Maths;
F. “ I think probably my only bad experience was I’m not really any good at Maths
you see....
However, shortly after this statement, Fiona went on to make an external 
attribution for her difficulty with Maths by suggesting that the fault was with
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her Maths teacher:
F. “I had a Maths teacher that wasn’t very good to me at all....and he just sort of turned
round and went....you’re not going to pass anyway I don’t even know why you’re even
bothering doing it....(laughs)
It would appear therefore, that if a particular topic poses a challenge to 
individuals who find it difficult anyway, this may be internalised by the learner 
as a sign of intellectual inferiority. This may be further exacerbated by 
negative responses from teachers who construct the learner into an under­
achieving identity rather than facilitating the individual to understand the 
material, which needs to be learned.
Experience of evaluation
There were three sub-categories for experiences of evaluation at school and 
these included competition with peers, congruence or incongruence in the 
effort invested in work and grades received and overall negative experiences. 
The most frequently discussed issue was around competition with peers and 
some examples of issues around this area will follow
192
Competition
It appeared that for some individuals, competition with their peers provided a 
positive aspect to their studies in terms of motivation.
Eddie was in his first year at college and had described his overall 
experience of school as negative. It seemed that for Eddie, competition with 
peers was a positive element for the academic aspect of his school 
experience:
E. “ In my science I had a friend who I worked with called James and he was....well
actually they were both called James....but the other James in my Science group...he was
very competitive....and I think he used me well not used...but you know...I think he saw
me in the same way that I saw my other friend who was very clever...you know... he sort 
of thought... if I can keep up with....if he could keep up with me....then he was doing 
well....because I was in the better group....”
Alternatively, there was a complex experience of competition with peers 
described by Hilary who was in her second year at college. This involved a 
challenge to a friendship as a direct result of high achieving on a test at 
school and there was a sense that Hilary valued her friendship more than her 
academic achievement. It seemed that Hilary would have rather given her 
friend the prize for achievement than lose the friendship perhaps. Where 
schools provide gifts and rewards for achievers and little encouragement for 
those who may find some of the work a struggle, this may be another 
indication of some root to a negative learner identity. Experiences of
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evaluation may therefore be linked to the roots of academic self-concept in 
some circumstances;
H I done a test at school and I got a bronze cerificate....they gave out
certificates....it was the Nat West Chalienge....and my friend....she was quite a lot better 
than me in Maths....but I’d got this certificate and she hadn’t....and she was really
downhearted....and she was like why’s she (umph)...got it...and you know...I
haven’t...and I felt like turning round and saying here you are...you have it....you deserve
it (laughing)....because I knew...in practice she’s really good...but obviously when it
came down to it....that sort of challenge didn’t suit her....she’s really good in the 
book...and just studying it...I got my name in the paper and everything....and all these 
kids were sort of muckin’ about....so of course you get this stereotype....and then you’ve 
got to stick with it....because otherwise people look at you and think....you know....they’re 
a bit downhearted about you afterwards......
At this point in the interview, Hilary seemed reluctant to complain about her 
experiences at school, however it seemed clear that her academic ability and 
motivation to study had been problematic for in relation to friendships.
Shortly after this, Hilary discussed a coping strategy to deal with her friends 
‘envy’ or ‘jealousy’ of her academic attainments, which involved being fairly 
quiet at school. When she received grades for her work, she kept these to 
herself. It was interesting to note Hilary’s suggestion that she would prefer to 
let her friend have the bronze certificate than to see her friend downhearted 
and potentially lose the friendship.
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Teachers
Teachers were discussed frequently in the interviews and negative comment 
was coded slightly more frequently than positive comment. Themes, which 
emerged for negative experiences, included dislike of particular teachers, 
ineffective teaching methods and authoritarian teaching practice. Positive 
experiences included an affinity with particular teachers and effective 
teaching methods. Extracts from the interviews which provide examples of 
students discussion around these issues will follow:
Teachers - Negative:
Dislike of particular teachers
In response to teaching approaches, which involved humiliation or physical 
punishment, there were particular teachers who generated strong feelings of 
dislike. Alice described her feelings about a particular teacher who used to 
read out grades at assembly in front of the whole school each week in order 
of merit. Alice always came last and she felt that this had certainly not raised 
her self-esteem and also felt that it did not give her peers any ideas that she 
'was anything':
" I used to think she was just a silly cow to be honest and um....you know it was
like...oh god here we go....l was used to it I expected it "
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Ineffective Teaching Methods
There was a consistent theme, which ran through school experiences where 
a feeling of being ignored or a sense of indifference from some teachers was 
expressed. Andrew felt that he had given up on trying to learn in class 
because of this approach:
" for Instance with some of the groups...say like religious education or drama....the
tutors would come in...they’d literally say get your books out...and um.... when there was
a slight delay they'd go...yeah....you're right....just sit there doing your own thing "
Andrew went on to say how he had internalised this type of teaching:
" so the teachers' attitude was a bit laid back....they weren't too bothered whether you
learned or not "
Authoritarian teaching practice
Corporal punishment is no longer legal in schools, however for those who 
were at school prior to this legislation, authoritarian teaching practice was 
common practice. Alice was a re-entry undergraduate student in her first 
year and explained how much she had been looking forward to being taught 
by a particular teacher with whom her brother and sister had reported positive 
experiences. She had not been looking forward to going to a new school and 
had been re-assured that this teacher was kind. Unfortunately when she 
arrived he had been replaced by another teacher who seemed to 'love' the 
power she held over children in her school. Since school is compulsory for 
children until the age of sixteen, the implication is that they potentially faced
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physical pain in order to be educated. For Alice this was a reality and her 
initial fears were re-enforced:
" my brother and sister had him....and the year I should have had him...he left to
become a brother....and we had this....the most Ill-named Miss Angel....who used to 
love slapping me....yeah...they used to slap you "
Alice went on to describe a particular incident when she had been particularly 
frightened by a male teacher:
"....It was like torture....l remember once...actually I was really annoyed....he really liked
my sister and he was my year head for years and he took the cane out and started
swishing It around and said...you sort of saying this Is what I deserved....and I just sort of 
ran off...."
Fear is a strong emotion to live with over an extended period of time. For a 
teacher to become white with anger in response to a request from a child 
does not generate respect. It is easy for an adult to exert power and authority 
over a child, therefore this type of teaching practice could be defined as a 
form of bullying.
Christine who was a second year re-entry undergraduate described a 
particular teacher who caused her much anxiety:
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" there was a very strict sub-headmistress who got very angry with me on a number of
occasions....once I asked for something and her face went white......
F. why was that?
C. she was very angry.....
F. how did you feel....?
C. I was frightened "
There was a fairly consistent theme, which emerged around authoritarian 
teaching practice, and this related to Catholic schools. It appeared on many 
occasions that religious schools were associated with fairly extreme punitive 
methods.
Christopher was a third year re-entry undergraduate who described a 
particular incident where he had been punished for a minor infraction. He 
had been boarding at this school, therefore there was no easy escape from 
this regime:
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C. " I also feel some anger towards the monks who were looking after us because
they were sort of well I think pretty two-faced really.....
F. In what respect....?
C. Well they talked...you know they gave the impression of purity and integrity you 
know...by wearing of the habit...and in fact they didn't sort of behave that way at all...and
some of them were responsible for me....
P. Can you give an example ?
0. Yes OK....um...anger....I got beaten once...and you know the headmaster...after he had
given me ten strokes with the tolley on a bare backside.....
F. This is a monk....?
0. This is a monk....I pulled my trousers up and he smacked me across the face and he 
told me to wipe the smile off my face now....even then I felt the assault was well out of 
order....
F. What had you done to get that punishment....? How did they justify that....?
0. Well I can't remember because I was always being beaten....I mean there must have 
been one that was particularly irritating to him....but why I can't remember....it could have 
been for a minor infraction...it might have been discipline...you know answering back a 
teacher or something like that "
Teachers - Positive:
Affinity with particuiar teachers
Although there were many references to negative school experiences, there 
were also those individuals who had enjoyed positive relationships with their 
teachers at school.
Eric, was a first year direct entry undergraduate who talked about the
199
encouragement he received from one particular teacher. This clearly had a 
positive impact on his academic self-concept, albeit modesty seemed to 
inhibit discussing this in further depth:
" I knew there were teachers at school who liked me....like one lecturer had said to my
parents that I should have gone to Cambridge....and I dont mean to be big headed in saying 
that "
Unlike Christine's experience of a teacher going white with anger when asked 
a question, Fiona who was a first year direct entry undergraduate, felt that 
her teachers had been approachable when faced with problems:
felt that I could go and ask things like that "
Effective teaching methods
There was an acknowledgement of effective teaching practice for some 
interviewees where some teachers showed an interest in them. Dave who 
was a third year re-entry undergraduate had found the work set for him fairly 
easy and had not felt particularly challenged by it. Although he had clearly 
achieved well at school and continued to do so at college, he did not present 
a positive academic self-concept. There did not appear to be a link with his 
overall school experience which he described as being positive 
both in relation to teachers and academic achievements. Dave described an 
effective method of teaching, which he had appreciated:
"....I remember some teachers going out of their way to giving me extra material to work
on because I'd finished the basic stuff in no time "
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Gail who was a second year direct entry undergraduate also described how 
she had been encouraged and motivated by teachers at school:
" I had some very nice teachers....got me interested in a lot of areas that I wasn't
interested in before...."
Discussions around school experiences provided an insight into the diversity 
of experience which involved both interpersonal and academic issues. As the 
stories continued to unfold, re-entry students talked about their life 
experiences during the period after school and prior to their participation in 
HE.
EXPERIENCES IN THE BREAK BETWEEN SCHOOL 
& HIGHER EDUCATION
This time phase of the interviewees' ‘stories’ was only associated with re­
entry students since by definition, direct entry students had no break between 
school and their participation in HE. Three key themes emerged from this 
part of the analysis and these involved work experiences, academic training 
after school and prior to their current experience in HE and interpersonal 
relationships during this period.
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Fiaure 3; Proportions of protocols categorised for themes around the break between school 
and college which Include academic training, work experiences and interpersonal 
relationships
THE BREAK BETWEEN SCHOOL & COLLEGE 
Proportion of Central Themes Categorized
   interpersonal
work experience______
academic training
Figure 3 shows that there was considerably more emphasis on academic 
training followed by work experiences and interpersonal relationships 
respectively.
Academic Training & Qualifications
There were seven sub-categories for this theme and these included overall 
positive or negative experiences, high or low motivation, positive or negative 
academic self-concept and issues around ‘dropping out of courses.
In terms of overall experiences of academic training in the break, there was 
considerably more emphasis on negative than positive issues. The most 
frequently discussed problem involved negative experiences with tutors. This 
was followed by under-achievement and failure to pass exams or complete 
courses, statistics anxiety, low confidence in ability and examination anxiety.
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Figure 4: Proportion of codings for sub-categories of Training & Qualifications in the Break 
including high & low motivation, positive & negative academic self-concept and overall 
positive & negative experiences
BREAK - Training & Qualifications 
Proportion of Codings Categorized
negative
positive
motivation high
motivation low
academic self pos
academic self neg
dropout
Extracts from the interviews which illustrate some of the interviewees
comments on these issues will
follow
Overall Negative Experiences 
Negative experiences with tutors
The most frequently discussed issue was around negative experiences of 
training and study in the break between school and college. A frequent 
problem identified involved problems with tutors.
Andrew was a first year re-entry student who described a negative learning 
experience before starting his degree studies:
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A. "....the Psychology component was very weak....because the woman that was teaching 
it....it was her first year....and half the time in the lecture we would end up just having 
conversations about...she'd be talking about what she'd done the night before or 
something....so out of all the subjects that I wanted to learn more about....that was the one 
there was hardly anything on...."
Belinda was a first year re-entry student who had also had previous negative 
experience of tutors. She had started a degree course in Ireland and had 
decided to leave the course for a number of reasons. Belinda felt that her 
current experience of the degree was significantly preferable to the last one 
and this was partly due to her experiences with tutors and the relative 
intimacy of the learning environment:
B. "....it just seems like everything is more intimate here...it's more like a larger 
secondary school class or something......because I didnt know any of my lecturers at
T  none of them knew me....l didnt have any desire to know them anyway because
they were all really boring...."
Underachievement/Faiiure to Pass Exams or Complete Courses
Underachievement and failing courses usually included factual information 
about grades which were not satisfactory, or course failure. Celia was a 
second year re-entry student who had undertaken a part time course and 
although she had failed the course, was not going to be defeated by this:
C. " I went off and did it part-time....failed everything....still wouldn't give up...
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Maths & Statistics Anxiety
Maths and statistics anxiety had caused a number of students problems since 
school. Christopher who was a third year re-entry student explained Maths 
had caused him some problems on a diploma course, which he undertook 
during the break between school and college:
C. "....I just couldn’t make any sense of accountancy...it didnt interest me you know...it
was just a total blah.... Maths had been difficult enough for me anyway you know...I only
got it on the third try at A'level and that kind of thing....but I just wasnt interested...so in the 
end I didnt get the diploma...."
Low Confidence in Abiiity
A relatively small proportion of interviewees referred to low confidence in this 
period. Bruce was a first year re-entry student who had reported overall 
positive experiences at school, however he had failed his A' levels and this 
had negatively impacted on his academic self-concept. Bruce had achieved 
high grades for his mock O'levels and the first year of his A  levels and had 
experienced positive feedback for his work. The problem was therefore not 
so much around his academic ability, but his tendency to lose motivation 
before taking exams. His negative academic self-concept was perhaps 
rooted in fears of failure rather than his academic ability, which had already 
been confirmed. To withdraw from working prior to examinations perhaps 
removes the possibility of facing a low grade or fail as a result of academic 
ability, the attribution can be lack of motivation, which may be perceived as 
less threatening:
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B. "....I wasnt sure if I'd pass the Access if i'd be good enough....there was a lot of
self-doubt there....
F. now where did that come from....?
B. I think probably because I failed when I did A' levels....
F. so that kind of hung around....?
B. yeah...definitely...it was always in the back of my mind....
F. even though you'd done very well...because you said earlier that you were aware of 
this lack of motivation....you actually did extremely well in your mocks for the O'levels 
and the first year for your A'levels but at the last hour....you wound down....you didn't 
work....
A. yeah....I didn't...
F. right...so it sounds like you knew the reason was because you didnt work...but it
stayed with you this failure....self-doubt....
A. self-doubt yeah....and perhaps failure to do the degree...."
Exams
Although there was very little discussion around examinations for this period, 
the following extract emphasises the depth to which constant failure in 
examinations may undermine an individual's confidence.
Audrey was in her first year at college and had talked about problems with 
dyslexia throughout her schooling. Although she had consistently under­
achieved in terms of formal evaluation criterion, she persisted in her pursuit 
of qualifications after school and when formal learning was no longer 
compulsory for her. She described how she felt about her failure to pass 
exams during the break between school and college:
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F. “and how were you feeling about that? Constantly putting yourself in front of 
exams and not passing?
A. it was quite painful at the time....
Overall Positive Experiences
This sub-category largely contained discussion about overall enjoyment of 
courses and successful completion of coursework and examinations.
Alice was a first year student who had described her overall experience of 
school as negative. However, she clearly had a positive experience on an 
Access course prior to her participation in HE and it appeared that this had 
been inspiring in terms of the reading material provided. This response to 
the course suggested that her reason to participate in education after school 
was for the enjoyment of learning:
A. “I really enjoyed Access....it was really good because I tackled things that I had never 
worked on....I did literature...i love reading...it’s something that never left me..so I did that at 
Access....but i also did Sociology....Psychology and Social Policy....things that I’ve never 
done and I really enjoyed them....l really enjoyed all of them....it was so interesting sort of 
learning about life in the universe and everything through different ways...through not learning 
it through your own personal experience or from reading the papers....or watching 
T.V you actually learned....focussed on it and learnt it....and it was really good ”
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Low Motivation
Another sub-category involved issues around motivation. There appeared to 
be considerably more emphasis on low rather than high levels of motivation 
during the break between school and college. Andrew was a first year 
student at college who had reported a negative overall experience of school. 
He had undertaken a YTS Training Scheme for car mechanics prior to his 
decision to participate in HE. He had found that his disinterest in the subject 
matter had influenced his low motivation in terms of commitment to his 
studies:
A. “it doesn’t matter how much even if you put yourself to it... .you just don’t reaily take
it in cos I had no knowledge....no interest in cars whatsoever....”
High Motivation
In relation to high motivation for study during the break between school and 
college, it appeared that some individuals had a particular drive to study 
hard.
Although Diana who was in her second year at college, had reported an 
overall positive experience at school and she had gone on to become a 
typist. She had found this to be unsatisfying although it was fairly well paid. 
She had left school with no qualifications and decided that she would take
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some O’levels, five would be her target. This seemed to be a strong 
motivating force in relation to her commitment to studying:
D. “...I was determined to get these five....so I worked out that I could do them over
three years....! did two in the first year I did the English but I got a D which wasn’t
good enough so I went back the next year and I did the English again...."
Negative Academic Self-Concept
There was more discussion around negative rather than positive academic 
self-concept. A concurrent theme for this involved an association between a 
well-established negative learner identity in relation to constructions of 
‘important’ or ‘unimportant’ work roles.
Christine was a second year student who had reported an overall negative 
experience of school. When talking about a course, which she undertook 
prior to the degree, Christine seemed to have mixed feelings. Although she 
had enjoyed the experience overall, it seemed that her academic self-concept 
was fairly negative. This appeared to stem from a ‘secretary’ identity, which 
she felt was inappropriate or perhaps even inadequate for her role as a 
student on an Access course. This suggests that her perception of the status 
of her role as a secretary prior to the course had been of low status. She 
stated that she had nothing against secretaries, but perhaps this was on the 
condition that she was not in that role herself:
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c. “I went to a college for three years... .much access to learning and groups with facilitators. 
F. how was that?
C. A very good experience but sometimes I felt stupid when I was in groups....
F. why was that?
C. Because I felt that I was still a secretary
F. was this anything to do with status?
C. yes not that I have anything against secretaries”
Positive Academic Self-Concept
Christopher was in his third year at college and had reported a negative 
experience of school overall. He had not stated that school had negatively 
impacted on his academic self-concept, however it did appear that when he 
joined an Access course prior to undertaking the degree, his academic self- 
concept improved considerably. This appears to link with Rogers’ (1988) 
positive learning loop where Christopher’s continuing experience of 
achievement on the course contributed to higher levels of academic self- 
concept. He had not expected to do as well as he had and this suggests that 
there was an element of self-doubt in his ability prior to joining the course. 
This extract also suggests that there may have been a certain amount of 
‘baggage’, which had been off-loaded prior to coming into HE:
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c. “it grew during the course because I was doing so much better than I thought I 
would....and so it was building my confidence enormously you know...and at the end of 
that year I could have run the country quite honestly....probably was one of the most 
meaningful single years of the whole four in many ways because it was the first time I got 
my mind up to some of this stuff and was doing well and it was a very good feeling....”
Dropout of Courses
For some interviewees, the coping strategy to deal with difficulties 
experienced on courses during the break was to ‘dropout’.
For Caroline, her decision to leave her studies on the Open University was 
influenced by a lack of social contact. This emphasises the relevance of 
investigating why individuals choose to participate in HE. Later in the 
interview it emerged that Caroline had largely wanted to do the degree for 
the enjoyment of learning and also to secure a profession after completion. 
Therefore, this information was not in direct response to a question about 
reasons to participate in HE, but linked to another area of the education 
experience, in this instance this was around reasons not to continue with 
studies at an earlier phase of her education:
C. “I tried to do my third year from the Open University in Madrid but it did not work 
out....i liked and need the social atmosphere....”
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WORK EXPERIENCES IN THE BREAK
Work experiences in the break contained five sub-categories which included 
overall positive experiences, self-confidence, negative overall experiences 
and low and high motivation.
Figure 5: Proportion of codings for sub-categories of work experiences in the break between 
school and college including high & low motivation, confidence and positive & negative 
experiences overall
BREAK - Work Experiences 
Proportion of Codings Categorized
motivation high
confident
positive
motivation low
negative
Figure 5 shows that there was a fairly even distribution of positive and 
negative overall experiences. This was followed by discussion around self- 
confidence and there was considerably more emphasis on low rather than 
high motivation for work in the break between school and college.
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Overall Positive Work Experiences in the Break
Discussion around positive experiences of work during the break between 
school and college included fair employers, enjoyment of having 
responsibility, the enjoyment of working free lance, earning a good salary and 
on a number of occasions work experiences were described as 'fun'. Gaynor 
who was a re-entry second year student had particularly enjoyed some 
voluntary work in a special needs school and this had motivated her to study 
for a degree in Psychology combined with Art;
G. " I worked in a special needs school for a year....along by where I live and I
voluntarily did it for a year as well as working in pubs and other work....and I sort of helped 
out with making background sets for their school plays....and suddenly got very interested in 
therapy with children and you know...opened my eyes to art therapy....and how I wanted to 
use art...I got very into art...."
Confidence & Self-esteem
Another theme, which emerged from discussion around the break, involved 
references to work enhancing self-esteem and confidence. Alex was a first 
year re-entry student who had reported overall negative experiences at 
school. She found that a particular experience of work had been healing for 
a previously damaged self-esteem. It appeared that by being given a 
position of responsibility her self-image had been enhanced:
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A. " it was a healing time really you could say....
F. healing time....why was it healing?
A. um...things that happened in the past...I was standing on my own two feet...I had a bit 
of self-esteem....respect....I was managing a job well...
F. where did the self-esteem come from....?
A. at that age I was put into a position of responsibility...."
Overall Negative Work Experiences in the Break
For students who had negative experiences of work during the break in their 
education some of the problems included boredom, unfair treatment from 
employers, illness which interrupted employment, menial work, low pay and 
stressful working environments. For some, a review of the quality of life in 
relation to work lead to a dissatisfaction about the nature of their 
employment. Even when earning a high salary, some individuals had chosen 
to leave high paid employment in order to undertake the degree. It appeared 
that this was associated with an improvement quality of life both in the short 
and long term. Colin was a second year re-entry student who prior to the 
degree course had been earning a good salary and had a company car. He 
described some of his feelings about work during his decisions to re­
structure his life:
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c. " for about the last year and a half I felt very disheartened....didnt want to be in it but it
was kind of what I knew....had a company car....it was a good salary...I had a mortgage at 
that time...and it kind of seemed like you know....that was the thing...to stay with for 
them....and then I sort of reviewed everything...I thought...this isn't doing me any good....l 
really dont like it anymore....the area sales manager was a real hard and fast shark type
flash boy attitude and I really didnt like that it was just...get the prices down...get them
sold....and I thought...what's this all about I was in sales and marketing and it was
terribly machismo...I mean my life has been very much with men and you know....the sort of 
sharp end of business...."
Christopher who was a third year re-entry student described his discontent 
with his last job before undertaking the degree. He was self-employed and 
the business was not flourishing. However, there also seemed to be a sense 
of dissatisfaction with the work itself:
C. "....I was running my own business and it wasnt doing very well....in fact it wasn't doing 
very well at all you know....because I was working from home....you could hardly say that I 
was doing it at a loss....but I was just bored witless with it....
F. what was the nature of the work....?
C. it was marketing....desktop publishing...and it was all very much around
computers...advertising and that kind of stuff....and design work for which I don't have a
single qualification and not particularly artistic not artistic at all....so what the hell was I
doing in advertising...I just can't imagine....so no wonder I wasn't doing terribly well...."
When interviewees talked about negative experiences of work prior to coming 
into HE, there often appeared to be links with their reasons for deciding to do 
the degree.
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Betty who was a first year re-entry student presented a certain amount of 
confidence on one hand, but seemed to reduce the value of her expertise on 
the other. She had been an extremely competent and fast typist and was 
paid a high salary, however her comment about this not requiring intelligence 
suggests that this was not enough for her:
B. "....you know it doesn't take intelligence to be able to do this....but what I could 
obviously do was an awful lot of that and do it well "
Figure 5 shows that low motivation was more frequently discussed than high 
motivation which was not a central issue around work experiences in the 
break.
Low Motivation
Themes around low motivation included feigning illness to avoid work and 
consistent late arrival. Alice who was a first year re-entry student was 
eventually sacked for taking too much time away from work. Her low 
motivation seemed to stem from an attitude that it did not matter whether she 
was employed or not:
A. "....I eventually got sacked because I was taking off too much time but I had that
thing...attitude that it didnt really matter...."
Betty was also low in motivation and used to feign illness regularly rather 
than go to work. Unlike Alice however, she got away with it:
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B. "....the things some of my bosses put up with from me was absolutely awful....you 
know...they wouldn't see me for three days...and I'd 'phone in feigning a sore throat and 
then go in...and say something entirely different....I used to get away with a lot you 
know...."
There appears to be a link with low motivation for both academic and paid 
work. The phrase 'get away with it' regularly occurs when individuals talk 
about being low in motivation. There is perhaps an underlying sense that the 
task in hand is undertaken not for the personal satisfaction of achievement 
but to simply sufficiently satisfy the requirement of others. The perception of 
the task being that it has been imposed upon the individual rather than 
chosen to be done.
High Motivation
There was only one coding segment categorised for high motivation during 
the break. This came from Betty who was a first year re-entry student who 
had felt confident about her motivation to work. At this point in the interview, 
Betty was describing her work as a secretary where she was extremely 
efficient and paid a good salary:
B. “I could also move a hell of a lot of work and I’m not a shirker....if it’s there I do
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Interpersonal Experiences in the Break between School & College
Figure 6: Proportion of codings categorised for positive and negative interpersonal 
experiences in the break between school and college including overall positive & negative 
experiences
BREAK - Interpersonal Experiences 
Proportion of Codings Catgorized
negative
positive
There were more codings categorised for positive than negative interpersonal 
experiences during the break between school and college. Positive 
interpersonal experiences included discussion around friendships as well as 
with colleagues at work or whilst undertaking courses and training.
Friendship was often prioritised over information about work or training itself 
and it appeared that if interpersonal relationships were negative, there was 
an overall sense of dissatisfaction with the whole experience. If friendships 
were positive, even where the work itself maybe boring or unsatisfying the 
experience was perceived as manageable.
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Positive Interpersonal Experiences in the Break
Eric was a first year direct entry student who had undertaken a B.Tech 
training prior to coming into HE. He placed much emphasis on how important 
a particular friendship had been for him at this time:
that was a very significant time for me at college
are very different....we don’t get on as well....but...yeah...that's the first time I ever....I think
probably met one of my greatest friends through my B.Tech...although now we
Apart from peer friendship, Eric had also been popular with one particular 
lecturer:
E. "....at the risk of sounding big headed...I was from an early stage...one of the lecturer's 
favourites...not necessarily because I was the cleverest in the group....not through that 
reason at the same time I never understood why....l still don't really understand...."
Elen was a first year direct entry student and had met a group of people on a 
course. They had formed close friendships and she describes the essence of 
how interpersonal relationships impact on the quality of life:
E. "....I met these people there....I never noticed just how important the social thing was 
before...."
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Negative Interpersonal Experiences In the Break
For those who had negative interpersonal experiences, the story had a 
different tone. An example of this was Christopher who was a third year re­
entry student who described a particularly bleak work experience:
0. "....I was terribly lonely....when I went to a place where I didn't know anybody...and 
that was really tough..."
Discussions the break between school and college, revealed a number of 
themes which illuminated some of the experiences which may contribute to 
‘luggage’ or ‘baggage’ in relation to equilibrium or disequilibrium at college. It 
became clear that for some individuals, there had been a dissatisfaction with 
the quality of life during this period. As the interviews continued to unfold, a 
diversity of current experiences in HE were discussed.
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COLLEGE EXPERIENCES
Figure 7: Proportions of protocols categorised for themes around current experiences at 
college including academic issues, stress, accommodation and general & factual information
COLLEGE 
Proportion of Codings in Sub-categories
stress
accommodation
general & factual
social & personal
academic issues
For current experiences at college, there was considerably more emphasis 
on academic issues. Although stress was often associated with academic 
issues, this is treated as a separate category for this analysis since life stress 
and academic stress are often inextricably linked. Further themes around 
college experiences included social and personal issues, accommodation 
and general comment respectively.
The sub-category 'Academic Issues' included academic self-concept, 
competition, evaluation and issues around learning which was the most
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frequently discussed topic for academic issues at college (see Figure 8).
This category included nine themes which involved approaches to learning, 
independent and dependent styles of learning, issues around motivation, 
positive and negative approaches to staistics, positive and negative 
experiences of teaching and dyslexia. Another theme which emerged from 
discussions around college, included experiences of evaluation. This 
included sub-categories which involved overall positive and negative 
experiences, congruence or incongruence between perceptions of effort 
invested in coursework, academic ability and grades received. Anxiety about 
evaluation was also discussed. ’Social and Personal' involved overall 
positive and negative experiences of friendship at college, friendship with 
peers including isolation and age differences. 'Accommodation' included 
positive and negative experiences of living in Halls, living out or living with 
parents. Different aspects of 'Stress' involved discussion around academic 
self-concept, evaluation of coursework, exams, financial difficulties. Halls, 
homesickness, interpersonal relationships, negative academic self-concept, 
work overload, role conflict and statistics anxiety.
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ACADEMIC ISSUES
Figure 8: Proportion of codings for sub-categories of academic issues, which include 
experiences of learning, evaluation, competition and academic self-concept
COLLEGE - Academic Issues 
Proportion of Codings in Sub-categories
academic selfconcept
learning
evaluation
competition
LEARNING ISSUES
Figure 9: Proportion of codings for the sub-categories for learning issues at college 
which include learning approaches, dependent & independent learning styles, 
motivation, positive & negative experiences of teaching, positive & negative attitudes 
to statistics and dyslexia
COLLEGE - Learning Issues 
Proportion of Codings in Sub-categories
dyslexia
teaching pos
<1^
teaching neg
statistics pos
approach
dependent
independent
motivation
statistics neg
223
For the sub-category ‘Learning Issues’ for academic experiences at college, 
there were a further nine sub-categories. These included dyslexia, approach 
to studying, motivation, dependent or independent learning preferences, 
positive or negative experiences of tutors and positive or negative attitudes to 
statistics.
Dyslexia
Although there were very few interviewees who presented their dyslexia, 
those who did talked extensively about the problems they had experienced 
with this. Most of the topics around learning issues were inextricably linked 
to their dyslexia, which had posed different challenges to them throughout 
their learning experiences. It seemed during the interviews that there was a 
sense of relief when the problem had been identified and on a number of 
occasions, it seemed that there was a need for these interviewees to tell their 
education story in order to release years of frustration which their dyslexia 
had entailed.
Alex was a first year re-entry undergraduate student who presented a 
negative academic self-concept fairly consistently throughout the interview. 
Clearly he had been relieved when his differences in learning abilities were 
diagnosed and he often made reference to dyslexic problems when talking 
about his education experiences. On this occasion he described how he had 
constantly felt misunderstood by his teachers and how his learning difficulties
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seemed to evolve over time. It seemed very difficult for Alex to recapture the 
feelings he had and there was a dream like quality of recollection at this 
point of the interview. He did acknowledge that he probably did not have the 
cognitive ability to look outside of himself when he was very young and this is 
a concurrent problem when asking individuals to recall past memories.
Clearly his perceptions at five years old would be different to current 
perceptions, therefore he was being asked to reconstruct a childhood 
memory from an adult's perspective - his response seemed to be remarkably 
conscientious:
F " so you were being misunderstood for a large part of the time so how did that
make you feel....?
A. um....l really got on with it because I didn't think there was....it was something....it must 
have been growing and happening stage by stage....I didn’t really ever think...it's now
(umph) when I pick out that memory...that I know that there was something....you know it
was odd....and it was missed....
F. you can see it and pull it out now with hindsight ?
A. yeah ...but I think then...I was just sort of I don't think at that age I had the cognitive
ability....to sort of look at myself outside....I don't actually think I had....
F. you were living it then...you were absolutely enmeshed in it...but now you can put the 
spotlight on it....?
A. I think I can....I mean I would like to see somebody actually going down the line with me 
and pinpointing it "
At times Alex had referred to himself as 'thick' and it appeared that he was 
carrying a lot of 'baggage' which may have stemmed from his early schooling 
where dyslexia had not been diagnosed. At this point in the interview Alex
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had just been explaining why he had decided to undertake the degree course 
and had referred to himself as 'thick'. It seemed important to establish 
whether the reason to participate was for self-discovery and to use the 
degree as an external moderator of his academic ability, since this may have 
an impact on his experience of the degree itself. It seemed that spatial 
orientation around unfamiliar places was Alex’s explanation for his anxiety 
that he maybe 'thick'. Therefore this particular problem seemed to have been 
translated to other areas of low confidence including academic ability. The 
interviewer decided to probe this further:
F. "....that's very interesting....so two different things....to prove you're not thick....or to find out 
if you are....what do you think it is is it both?
A. it's on the....the insecure one would be I mean...not to be thick....! really hope I'm not
thick...
F. what makes you think you maybe....?
A. I still do if I get in the car in London....and although I've been there a hundred times....I go
to Putney...I can do that eyes closed no problems but you take me to the centre of
London....and for the river....my dyslexia....I'm going to be tested in November with XXX so that 
will be my first real....sort of mature test....and I'm absolutely rubbish at directions...really I'm 
hopeless...."
Alex went on to describe some well established coping strategies used to 
hide the problems he experiences with dyslexia. Throughout the interview 
Alex projected very high motivation and a fascination with some of the course 
material he was being introduced to. He explained that he had often been in 
lectures and become so engaged with the topic that before he was aware of
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his response, he would ask questions whilst the lecture was in progress. At 
the end of lectures when questions were invited, he described some powerful 
feelings experienced. There is also a slight contradiction between 
confidence on one level and deep felt self-doubt on another level. However, 
‘clever’ in this sense seems to be more to do with a self-protective strategy. 
While Alex doubted his ability in the academic sense, he felt that he was 
‘clever’ in the way he used strategies to avoid having his dyslexia found out.
It appeared that this was why his dyslexia had gone unnoticed at school:
A. " well I'm quite clever....canny in a way....that I can avoid the areas when I am
weak.....
F. so you know where they are...therefore you can avoid them....?
A yeah...?
F. action to avoid them....
A. yeah......
F. but say there's a situation where you can't avoid it....
A. oh the biggest one is the classroom...when I get so involved in the....l can see what's 
happening....and I put my hand up....when I actually come to answer the question it's
fine when I put my hand down...the adrenaline inside...I'm a washout...
F. really....so it's quite stressful for you....
A. afterwards it's afterwards.....
F. you've done it you've said your.....
A. I think it's a fear of being foolish....”
It appeared that for Alex, his dyslexia not only caused problems with his work 
but also with friendships. He described a form of 'parallel' existence when he 
was at school, which he attributed to dyslexia:
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A. "..when I first got to school I was very withdrawn....not surprisingly and spent a lot of
time there....for a long time not really getting on .just going along in parallel to whatever
was going on....and I actually have some memories of that although my memories of 
school...are quite fragmented in fact not very good.....
A concurrent theme, which emerged from interviewees who presented 
dyslexic problems, was a persistent experience of academic under­
achievement. Until their dyslexia was recognised, feelings of being different 
to peers and confusion about their under-achievement academically, clearly 
had a negative impact of their academic self-concept. A remarkable 
phenomenon was their persistence in continuing to face more learning 
environments even when this was not longer compulsory. The potential for 
negative evaluation of their work did not appear to deter them from moving on 
to higher levels of education. Audrey was a re-entry first year student who 
also experienced problems with dyslexia. She had described many 
occasions throughout her education when she had failed examinations and 
had become almost resigned to academic failure:
" it was quite important for me that I was not able ever to pass maths and English....as I say I
failed them at school....again...later on in my life at the age of twenty six when I'd come to terms 
with a lot of dyslexia issues....took it again....and it's...what happened then was very much a part 
of what has always happened to me and will always I think happen to me..."
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Approach to Learning
This sub-category included issues around coping strategies to improve 
approaches to learning, awareness of improvements which could be made to 
personal learning styles. There was also discussion about the impact of 
learning approaches according to whether individuals enjoyed courses or not. 
In relation to coping strategies to improve learning style, Christopher who 
was a re-entry third year student discussed how he felt that his marks were 
an indication of his approach to studying:
C. “ my marks reflected two things... I mean most of them were in the 2.1 range and it
reflected one that I did concentrate and I did produce reasonably good work and got
2.1s and the fact that I didn’t get a single mark that was a first. I didn’t get any that were 
over 70%....and that indicates that I was leaving everything to the point that sheer time 
drove me into doing the work....so there was nothing I produced with excellence ”
In relation to awareness of personal learning styles and weaknesses, Dave 
who was also a re-entry third year student, had stated that he was shallow 
and cynical in his approach to his studies. Although on further reflection he 
believed that he did have some sophistication in his learning approach, there 
was a complex interaction between his own preferences for learning and the 
requirements of the degree:
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D. it depends I think I probably to it more sophisticated than that....I probably look at what
they want....and what it’s about and what the area is about and I give it all as”
F let’s stay with this shallow thing because it’s fascinating do you think you approach
the work in a cynical and shallow way ?
D. what I think they want....and then I just give it a kind of quirk....in that it kind of leads 
towards the end...a bittersweet taste... .so I can... .it kind of feels safe... .and on the surface... I 
think it’s probably multi-layered and it’s probably just the way I am as well "
It appeared that some students’ approach to their studies was affected by 
their enjoyment of the course material. For example Fiona who was a direct 
entry first year student, felt that she was more organised in the approach to 
work when she was interested in the course:
F. “ you can see the difference between English and Psychology which is all typed up
and you know....wonderful and English is sort of like this pile....and sort of like...you
know....”
Motivation
Codings for motivation were sub-divided into low and high levels and there 
was more discussion around low rather than high motivation for work. For 
direct entry students there appeared to be particularly difficult issues around 
trying to find a balance between maintaining a social life or trying to maintain 
a relationship which was established prior to leaving home. Eric was a direct
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entry student in his first year and was trying to maintain a relationship with his 
girlfriend from a distance. She lived in Coventry and they were both finding it 
difficult to be separated as a result of coming to college. This was causing 
problems in terms of motivation and his studies seemed to be adversely 
affected:
D. “ the other day for instance... you know the Psychology first report....
lab report....research methods...?
F. yeah....
D. well I got in the class and they said you had to hand it in....well...I hadn’t done it
because....I don’t know why oh part of it... I’d been in Coventry a lot because I’d been
to see Helena a lot....
F. you’re still together with Helena....?
D. yeah I decided not to do that anymore because it’s blown me out as far as work
goes and I got back Sunday night...and thought have I got any work....no I don’t think
I have and I went to the lesson on Tuesday and I got in and Lala got out her work and I
said what’s that? And she said that’s the report we had to get done and it had to be
in the lesson....so I just ran to the library....just knocked it up as best as I could and 
handed it in ”
Alternatively there were other students who were highly motivated and this 
was often related to their desire to obtain a high level degree. Bruce was a 
direct entry first year student who had earlier in the interview expressed that 
his reason for coming into Higher Education was primarily to obtain a high 
qualification for high status employment afterwards:
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B. “....what I want to do is see if I can consistently get 2.1s.
E. so you’re doing it for....
B. that’s what I want yeah ”
Dependent Learning Style
Another sub-category for learning issues at college related to differences in 
learning styles according to whether individuals preferred a dependent or 
independent learning strategy. There were very few references made to a 
dependent approach and those who came into this category tended to find 
the distance from tutors difficult relative to previous learning environments. 
Eartha was a first year direct entry student who was finding the anonymity of 
her early experience at college difficult. Earlier in the interview she had 
described how she felt more at ease in a learning environment where she 
had a closer relationship with her teachers and they knew her both 
academically and by name. In this extract, Eartha described how she was 
feeling about her current experience at college:
E“ I’d like to get known because If there are problems within the degree I can go to
someone who knows what I’m like normally and be able to say yes....you’re up to 
standard....what was wrong....what’s going on you know....
F. so you can negotiate a relationship....so If things go wrong you can....”
E. yeah... .1 feel that’s what I need.. I don't quite know what’s going on at the moment but 
I’m giving It...sort of you know....It’s OK....It’s the first semester and see how It goes ”
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Independent Learning Style
Alternatively Charlie, who was in his second year at the point of interview had 
internalised that HE requires an independent approach to learning and stated 
his understanding of his position clearly:
0. “I think...well it’s down to you now...you know....you’re here....it’s up to you.
Positive Experiences of Teaching
For Christopher who was a re-entry in his third year, the experience at 
college had been a positive experience particularly in relation to the structure 
of teaching. He compared the nature of the demands of being a student to 
past work experiences and felt that being a student was preferable:
C. “ I have always thought what a joy this place Is...I mean everybody’s so
decent....they actually tell you what you’ve got to do....and they thank you for It In the 
end....and you think...well God Almighty...you know...I don’t use any Initiative...all I’ve got 
to do Is read the book....”
Negative Experiences of Teaching
In contrast, another concurrent theme which emerged from this sub-category 
was a frustration about the limitations on feedback for work submitted. Some 
students had felt that they would benefit from more information about why 
they obtained particular grades as this would help them to improve their
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grades for subsequent work. Celia was a re-entry student in her second year 
and felt that there was less feedback for work in her second year at college. 
She was partly aware of the resource problem in catering for her needs and 
felt that this was due to structural changes in HE:
F “....so you’ve had no feedback....
C. nothing at all....(voice sounds irritated/frustrated)....
F. you’ve had the grades....
C. yeah...that’s ail....mm....I would like to know what It Is....what makes the 
difference that’s why I think maybe If there was some feedback It would be useful....'
Negative Attitudes to Statistics
There was considerably more discussion around statistics anxiety than 
confidence with this aspect of the degree. It appeared that for many students 
who found statistics difficult, they had accepted that they were not strong on 
mathematics and often felt defeated by the challenge of research methods. 
Barbara was a re-entry first year student who was finding that her struggle 
with statistics had an emotional impact. This suggested that she did not feel 
untouched by the work she was doing, particularly when she explained that 
external things, in this case statistics can have an impact on her feelings. 
Therefore, for some, studying is not a functional and dispassionate affair:
234
B. “ these external things....have an Impact on your feelings sometimes I feel
very uncomfortable In psychology... especially In research methods because It's hard 
maths........and It’s you know....If I don’t concentrate hard enough...then I’ll get lost....”
Positive Attitude to Statistics
In contrast, there were other students who positively enjoyed the statistics 
component of the course. Daisy was a re-entry student and had felt that she 
might experience problems with statistics. During her current experience at 
college, she had been surprised about her current ability to cope with 
statistics:
D “.......the statistics something that I thought I would find really difficult I found
easier..... so that was a really nice thing for me because I only got CSE grade 3... I used to
find Maths really difficult and my father was really....really quick at Maths and 
figures....adding things up,...and he used to help me with my homework and get Impatient
(laughing).....
F. yes....
D. and I used to think I’m going to have terrible problems but I found It OK....yeah......I
found that I could do It ”
When trying to explain the roots of statistics anxiety, there is a sense that 
perhaps some individuals have had negative past experiences of 
mathematics. Sometimes it seems that individuals may internalise not only a 
negative learner identity but more specifically and negative numeric learner
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identity. This ‘baggage’ could account for some negative approaches to the 
statistics component of the Psychology degree, where a fear of statistics can 
paralyse the learning process. However, for Daisy, although she had felt that 
this was not a strong subject for her, she had moved on from her doubts 
about her ability to achieve in this area.
EVALUATION
In terms of academic issues at college, whilst learning issues were the most 
frequently coded and discussed, evaluation was the second key theme. 
Seven key themes emerged from the interviews in this area and these 
included anxiety about being evaluated, congruence and incongruence in 
expected and actual grades received, perceived effort and grades received, 
perceived effort and grades received and positive or negative experiences of 
evaluation overall.
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Figure 10: Proportion of codings for sub-categories of evaluation Including grades & 
ability, grades & effort, Incongruence, congruence, anxiety, positive & negative 
experiences overall
COLLEGE - Evaluation 
Proportion of Codings in Sub-categories
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grade & effort
Figure 10 shows that there was more discussion around grades and ability in 
relation to experiences of evaluation at college. This was followed by grades 
and effort, incongruence between individuals’ perceived and actual 
performance, anxiety, overall positive experiences of evaluation, overall 
negative experiences of evaluation and congruence in perceived and actual 
performance in relation to coursework evaluation.
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Grades & Ability
Evaluation seems to serve a functional purpose in terms of learning. There 
were a number of occasions when students experienced the process of 
evaluation as a measure of their performance and an opportunity to improve 
on this. This suggested that there are some students who find evaluation a 
threatening experience whilst others simply use it as a pragmatic learning 
tool. This may be dependent on previous learning experiences. Barbara was 
a re-entry student who had reported positive experiences at school overall 
and found the process of evaluation a means of measuring her performance. 
When asked how she felt about her work being assessed she explained:
" I like it....then I can sort of see what I'm doing OK or not....I mean I'm not sort of
particularly touchy If I get bad marks and I just want to know what I'm doing...."
Incongruence
(Grades & Ability/Grades & Effort)
The roots of academic self-concept appears to be a complex issue since 
there are many experiences which may culminate in positive or negative self- 
evaluation. If there is an incongruence between an individual's perceived 
and actual academic performance, confusion may be the likely outcome.
This may be experienced as either obtaining higher or lower grades than 
anticipated. If an individual has negative academic self-concept they are 
likely to expect low grades, particularly if they have experienced many years 
of under-achievement. They may be reluctant to re-align themselves to a
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positive learner identity since the negative learner identity may be well 
established. This is a difficult phenomenon to identify since an incongruence 
between expectations and actual grades maybe rooted in a number of 
different issues. For example in the initial experiences of HE, it is difficult for 
some to understand the requirement for critical evaluation. Although 
students may have received high grades for their A  levels or Access 
coursework, there can be disappointment at the outset when they find that 
they are not achieving the 'A  grades that they may have been used to. 
However, the incongruence which relates to low academic self-concept is a 
subtle phenomenon which may give clues to some difficulties experienced 
when carrying 'baggage'. Diana was a second year re-entry student who had 
presented a negative academic self-concept fairly consistently throughout the 
interview. Bearing in mind that to fail means obtaining less than 35% for work 
submitted, Diana describes an incongruence in her expectations and actual 
grades received for her first two pieces of coursework for the degree:
F. "....do you ever think that you wont pass...when you put it through that letterbox. 
D. especially with the first two I ever did.....
F. right....and what happened....so you've put it through the letterbox and you think..
might not have passed can you remember what kind of grade you got....?
D. the first two I put in I got 70% and 74% that was Womens' Studies though....
Clearly there is a substantial misconception about perceived and actual 
ability. Diana continued to lower the weight of the grade by attributing the 
first class evaluation to the discipline. She appeared to be holding on to her 
negative academic self-concept by formulating a reason why this was not a
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reflection of her real ability.
Congruence
(Grades & Ability/Grades & Effort)
Unlike Diana another response to a new experience of positive feedback for 
coursework, can be fairly straightforward and accepting. Gail was a direct 
entry student who had expected to receive a low grade for a particular piece 
of coursework and simply enjoyed the outcome:
G. "I was a bit surprised because we got our research method thing...project back....and I 
did really well actually....
F. so you got a huge mark and you thought you'd failed....what did you make of that 
grade...?
G. I was just really happy "
Therefore although there was an unexpected positive result for a piece of 
work submitted for evaluation, the response seemed to be fairly 
straightforward in Gail's case. This could suggest that Gail was carrying 
limited 'baggage' and had no need to protect a well established negative 
learner identity, leaving her open to positive feedback. She had also come 
into HE straight from school and this may have some bearing on her 
response to feedback.
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Grades & Effort
Another theme, which emerged from evaluation experiences, involved the 
response to actual grades and the amount of effort invested in work. This 
also links to potential incongruence but the issues are slightly different. For 
example, if a student has invested much effort into work and receives low 
grades, this can have a negative impact on academic self-concept. There 
may simply be a misunderstanding of coursework requirements or the 
principles of essay writing at degree level and no matter how hard the student 
works, until this is understood the grades will be disappointing. This 
experience over an extended period can have adverse effects on academic 
self-concept. Daisy was a second year re-entry student and described her 
early experiences of evaluation at college. She had been working hard on 
her essays and continued to get fairly average grades. Having come to her 
second year, she was clearly beginning to understand that to improve her 
performance she needed to develop her critical skills. However, prior to this 
she had felt very deflated by her grades in terms of the amount of time she 
spent working on coursework:
" the first year in Psychology doing essays and finding it really hard to ....like I'd work
really hard at an essay and only get like fifty-six for it my work was too descriptive...."
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Anxiety
Alternatively, for some, evaluation can be an anxious experience. Most of the 
students who were anxious about their work being assessed had reported 
overall negative experiences at school. There may, therefore, be a link 
between past evaluation episodes and current experiences of evaluation.
For those who were anxious about evaluation, it seemed important to them 
how the feedback would be managed. Alison was a first year re-entry student 
and had described her experience of school as negative overall. She was 
about to have a tutorial after the interview where she would receive an 
evaluation of her first piece of coursework. She was anxious about how the 
tutor would respond to her and felt that she may be 'told off for producing an 
inadequate essay. In the early days at college there were many occasions 
where students demonstrated a fear of the unknown:
" I'm sort of scared of what's going on today....what I am to expect you know what
goes first....does she tell me off for doing a horrible essay first....or does she point out the 
good bits about it first or whatever...."
When asked where Alison felt this anxiety came from, she explained that this 
was not from school but from her parents who constantly told her that she 
was incapable of doing anything. She felt that as a result of this she has 
always had a struggle to try and prove something. Although she had 
described an overall negative experience of school, the roots of her negative 
academic self-concept came from over critical parents.
Anxiety seemed to be particularly prevalent in the first year at college before
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the course requirement was understood. Gail who was a direct entry student 
in her second year explained;
G. " I was much more uptight in the first year...about my work...
F. why do you think that was......
G. because it was all so new....."
The sub-categories 'positive' and 'negative' in relation to evaluation issues 
around college involved discussion around actual grades and whether they 
had been high or low in relation to expectations.
Academic Self-concept
From the last study it was found that female students tended to have more 
negative academic self-concept than males overall. It also appeared that if 
there was a negative perception of academic ability this was associated with 
low self-esteem. If there was negative academic self-concept this was also 
associated with high levels of stress and when there had been a positive 
approach to studying at school this was positively associated with academic 
self-concept.
This study investigated these findings further and some roots of negative 
academic self-concept emerged. One of the themes which emerged, 
involved parental impact on confidence in academic ability.
Alison was a first year re-entry undergraduate who had reported negative 
experiences of school overall. She had presented a negative academic self-
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concept on a number of occasions in the interview, but the roots of this was 
not solely embedded in her school experience. She described lasting 
memories of her parents negative responses to her academic ability and felt 
that this still haunted her when she made mistakes. Alison had a very small 
baby and had forgotten to meet a deadline for some coursework. She had 
been very upset by this and felt that the tutors would now perceive her as a 
'failure' throughout her courses. She was anxious that she might be labelled 
in some way:
A. " I wouldn't like this to happen again because as I say the stigma stays....and
you know...
F. that's your perception of it....
A. yeah...that's my perception of it and I'm just terrified I think on that day I could hear
my Dad actually say...you see you can't do it....why are you sort of trying to do
something....you can't do it....
F. so it's supporting your Dad...if those things happen....
A. yeah...because they were right you know the fact that they didn't believe I can do
it so they were right and it's like....he comes in and even though I'm doing the
course for myself....like he's there...he's actually with me....
F. are you alright....do you want me to switch off (A is looking tearful here)....
A. no that's OK....
There was another theme around academic self-concept where interviewees 
appeared to be holding onto negative 'baggage'. Dave was a re-entry 
undergraduate in his third year and went on to obtain a first class degree. He 
had obtained consistently high grades throughout his degree but still felt 
unsure about his academic ability. In order to fail he would have to receive
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less than 35% for his work but he still approached evaluation with the 
possibility of failure:
D. " I've written enough essays to know that every single piece of work that I have
submitted has never been below mid-60s....so I should think that somehow I need to trust 
myself in the sense that if I just do the same things...that my standard of work is up to 
scratch in a sense...but
F. it sounds as though you don't feel confident that that's going to just continue to be the 
same....
D. yes that's very much like that....
F. that you could lose it....
D. yes....because I think that every single time that I finish an essay I think when I submit 
it....I think gosh this is probably not even going to pass...until I get it back and it's a good 
mark "
Diana was second year re-entry student who had reported positive overall 
experiences at school, but was also carrying some 'baggage' in relation to 
her academic self-concept. Diana had reported that her overall experience 
of school had been positive, but on a number of occasions in the interview 
she referred to her father as being particularly negative about her academic 
ability. He had died some years ago and she was no longer able to prove 
him wrong by achieving her degree. However, she did feel that she was 
doing the degree for herself. Diana described her response to a particular 
piece of coursework where she had obtained a first class grade, but her own 
expectation was considerably less than this:
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D. " well I actually picked it up I didn't have my glasses on...I couldn't see it property
and it was 74% and I thought....that's got to be wrong it's got to be 24%...."
These examples show some of the negative experiences of academic self- 
concept and suggest that the roots of this may not simply lie in past academic 
experiences. However, there were those who reported positive academic 
self-concept.
Colin who was third year re-entry student who had described his experience 
at school as overall negative, it appeared that his academic self-concept had 
improved as a result of an improvement in his writing skills. Therefore, the 
process of learning itself had positively impacted on his academic 
confidence. There did not appear to be any need for Colin to stay with a 
negative learner identity and therefore he was open to positive feedback for 
his work:
C. "....I think I made the milestone leap at the end of the semester in the second year....in
my writing and that felt very good and that was a confidence boost to me "
Another theme which emerged from discussion around experiences at 
college involved a social and personal dimension. This appeared to be 
inextricably linked to the quality of life as an undergraduate student.
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SOCIAL & PERSONAL EXPERIENCES AT COLLEGE
Figure 11 : Proportion of codings for the sub-category social and personal 
experiences including age differences, isolation and positive & negative experiences 
overall
COLLEGE - Social & Personal 
Proportion of Codings in Sub-categories
positive
negative
age differences
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When asked to tell their education stories, friendships and social aspects of 
education were discussed as much as the learning experiences and these 
dimensions appeared to be closely related. Figure 11 indicates that there 
were four main sub-categories for current social and personal experiences at 
college. The most frequently discussed issue related to age differences, 
followed by experiences of isolation. There also appears to be more 
emphasis on positive rather than negative overall experiences of social and 
personal experiences. Some examples of comments relating to age 
differences and experiences of isolation will follow:
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Age Differences
The diversity of the student population involves learning environments in 
which 18 year olds who have just left school, are studying alongside students 
who may be of a similar age to their parents. Indeed some of the re-entry 
students have 'children' who are studying at University at the same time. 
There were many occasions in the interviews where this issue was raised by 
the students themselves and there appeared to be both positive and negative 
aspects to this age difference.
It appeared that for some direct-entry students, working with older students 
was a difficult challenge at the outset. Eartha was a first year direct entry 
student who described mixed feelings about studying Psychology where she 
felt in the minority in terms of her age. This maybe particularly prevalent in 
disciplines where the core of the subject involves human life issues. In 
workshops and seminars, life experiences are often drawn upon to assimilate 
information, which has been introduced in lectures:
E. " that's something I find really hard in Psychology in Sociology there's
um...probably more 18/19 year olds and Psychology there's....I think there's almost more 
mature students (laughing) and that was really frightening because I really enjoy getting on 
with older people...that wasn't the problem....it was the fact that I feel they've got more life 
experience....which they have ''
Felicity was a first year direct entry student who described a particular re­
entry student who had been 'bugging' her for a while. She described a 
sense of frustration that this re-entry student appeared to have a closed 
approach to learning tasks:
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F. ".....she wont take on board....she will sit there and give her point of view and wont 
listen to anybody else's and when that's wrong...you cant like....l cant remember....there 
was one...right at the beginning...when there was the lab report...we were talking about the
importance of lab reports and things like that and she said that they were a waste of
time....we thought well..if you didn't have any research what would you do  what would
you base any theories around....and she just didn't seem to understand that she just
thought they were a waste of time because they were unethical...."
This dynamic may have stemmed from the re-entry student making an 
external attribution for her own anxiety about statistics. Rather than 
acknowledging her own apprehension about research methods, she may 
have decided to cast this element of the course out as being a 'waste of time' 
in order to protect her academic self-concept. Clearly this self-protective 
mechanism had been inappropriate for Felicity and her friends.
Gail was a second year direct entry student who felt that working with re-entry 
students was a positive experience and acknowledged some differences in 
approaches to learning in relation to the phase of entry. She felt that re-entry 
students had more to say and suggests that she may have benefitted from 
taking a break after school before coming into HE:
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G. " there are so many mature students here who seemed to have so much more to
say....than perhaps the people who have gone straight in and I still see that this
year....mature students are always faster....saying oh but what about this what about
that....younger people sit back and expect the lecturer to give them all the
answers sometimes I think...well maybe I'd have got more out of it if I'd had a break and
come back....simply because they seem to....they're able to direct their own 
learning....whereas if you come straight from school....you're used to such a set of 
structure....with the teacher saying you must know this and this and this to pass you 
exam...but here they sort of guide you...."
Hanna was a direct entry second year student and raised the question of 
perceptions about re-entry students. She felt that there was perhaps too 
much emphasis on the problems that re-entry students have to deal with, 
without taking into account some of the difficulties that direct entry students 
have to manage when undertaking a degree course:
H. " I've actually thought to myself in the first year they were saying how mature
students find it pretty stressful and very difficult....and I said...but you know you forget that 
a lot of students are just leaving home for the first time....you've got to get peer groups
and if you dont get your friends...then it's terribly lonely.....
F. so who was saying that mature students....
H. it was one of the lecturers....in the first year...."
From this example it seems clear that although tutors maybe working hard to 
ensure that re-entry students are integrated into the college system, to 
address problems for one group may be perceived as ignoring problems of 
another.
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Isolation
This raises another important theme, which emerged in relation to the social 
aspect of college life, which involves feelings of isolation. As Hanna 
described above, for students who have left home for the first time 
particularly, there is a need to establish social networks in order to alleviate 
loneliness and isolation. However, once the work has been done and groups 
who live in Halls are established, these may be impenetrable for others who 
live away from college
Belinda was a first year re-entry student who had found it difficult to make 
friends at college and speculated why this might be the case:
B. " I don't know....it seems that people are coming from the same Access
courses....and people are coming from....I dont know... may be the same area or 
something...or maybe it's just groups of people who are living in Halls together...I think
that seems to be a bit sort of....you know.....in little groups....they've got their
groups....difficult to penetrate "
It seemed very important for Celia who was a re-entry student in her third 
year, to have friends so that she could work out difficult experiences at 
college with them. However this had not been her experience and at times 
she had felt like giving up on her studies because of her feelings of isolation 
in her second year:
C. "....second year I didn't enjoy....nearly gave up....um probably because I hadn't any 
soulmates that you could work things through with...but stuck it out.."
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Christopher who was a re-entry student in his third year felt that some early 
experiences of isolation came from being older and perhaps intruding on 
younger students:
C. " embarrassment and uncertainty..and I'm not sure where the uncertainly
stems from....perhaps the idea that I sensed that the young people dont need or want 
me around them....and that really....they have to accept the fact that I'm here...I think I 
just felt that I was not...I wasn't a necessary part of the place "
Hilary was a second year direct entry student who expressed her feelings of 
loneliness at college:
H. " I just walked up.....just like college come to the lecture....back home
again you know...and I was so depressed....no social life....I left all my friends back
home....they were all missing me...I was missing them you know "
These extracts clearly illuminate the extent to which the social dimension of 
college may contribute to equilibrium or disequilibrium in the undergraduate 
experience. This was also linked to living arrangements, which required a 
considerable amount of adjustments, particularly for those students who 
would be living away from home for the first time
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a c c o m m o d a t io n
Hilary’s description of loneliness was a concurrent theme in the interviews 
when the issue of early days in college arose. This category is largely 
concerned with direct entry students who were either still living at home or 
had left home for the first time and experiencing life in Halls of Residence.
Homesickness was discussed fairly frequently and this will be addressed in 
the following section under Stress' However, it appeared that particularly in 
the early experiences of college, the management of unfamiliar living 
arrangements provided many challenges, which were with positive or 
negative.
Figure 12: Proportion of codings for sub-categories of Accommodation including reflections, 
positive & negative experiences of Halis, living out of college and living at tiome.
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This category of codings related to direct entry students and their reflections 
about experiences of living arrangements in Halls or student accommodation 
outside college. There appears to be a fairly even proportion of codings for 
both positive and negative experiences of living in Halls of residence. 
However there was considerably more discussion around negative 
experiences of Halls. There were only very few direct entry students who 
chose to live at home and this is reflected in the small proportion of codings 
for this sub-category. Discussions around living in Halls of residence were 
the most frequently coded in relation to accommodation and examples of 
extracts, which relate to negative and positive experiences of living in Halls 
will follow;
Hails Negative
One of the problems experienced by some students living in Halls is the lack 
of privacy. Apart from the difficulty in trying to study, the pressure to socialise 
can be intense. Eddie had been discussing the inability to find any time for 
himself since he had arrived in Halls:
E. " I don't have time to myself anymore you know the only time I have to myself
is when I'm asleep "
Gaynor also described a sense of being drained by the intensity of the Halls 
experience:
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G. "....living in Halls was just too draining...meeting at the same time every day....you 
dont go out of college much...well I didnt anyway....it was so suffocating....not only 
were you working in the environment....you were living there as well...."
Helena described a sense of being shut in when she was living in Halls in her 
first year:
felt shut in anyway....so better for me to live out I feel...
a bit shut in....because um....your school is here....your home's here....you eat
here....you study here....you know within these walls...so you do feel a bit shut in...well
H. "....you're away from home....and 'cos of the way the college is laid out...you do feel
Halls Positive
Alternatively, there were students who felt that living in Halls was a positive 
experience. Eartha had made some very good friends in Halls and they all 
shared similar interests. She explained how close they had become during 
their experiences in Halls:
E. "....our group has just sort of...really not wanting to go away at Christmas because we 
will all miss each other so much...."
Franky had found that life in Halls had suited her well because she liked 
having people around her all the time.
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F. "...I did enjoy the social aspect....because there's people around me all the 
time....which I like...and I get on well with the person I share a room with....so that's 
good....it's nice to have people around me all the time...."
Therefore it seemed that if students were fairly gregarious the chances of a 
positive experience of Halls maybe increased. It was apparent however, that 
there was an element of luck involved whether roommates would like each 
other or not. To be thrust into close living arrangements, where no privacy is 
available, leaves many opportunities for potential problems when living in 
Halls. For the sub-category, which related to students who were living out of 
college, the majority of discussion was around travel difficulties
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STRESS
It appears that there is a considerable amount of stress around the 
experience of being an undergraduate student and this may stem from 
personal or academic sources.
Figure 13: Proportion of codings for sub-categories which contribute to stress at college 
including finance, work overload, interpersonal issues, homesickness & Halls, role conflict, 
statistics anxiety, examinations, low confidence & evaluation and academic self-concept
COLLEGE STRESS 
Proportion of codings in Sub-categories
statistics academic selfconcept
role conflict
work overload
low confidence
nterpersonal
evaluation
exams
finance
halls & homesick
The analysis of interviews revealed ten themes, which may contribute to 
stress in this context. It appeared that work-overload and financial problems 
were referred to most frequently. Further stressors, which emerged from the 
interviews, included interpersonal problems, homesickness, role conflict, 
negative academic self-concept, statistics anxiety and fear of evaluation.
In addition, there were a number of issues which contributed to stress in 
relation to work overload. Inefficient management of time was often a
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problem and this sometimes involved decisions around priorities of 
commitment to social aspects of college life rather than studies. It also 
appeared that the difficulties experienced, were often different for re-entry 
and direct entry students. For re-entry students role conflict tended to involve 
the balance of time between childcare responsibilities or demands from 
husbands or partners, whilst direct entry students, particularly those living in 
Halls found that there was a conflict between maintaining a sound friendship 
base and time for study.
Work Overload
Eric was living in Halls and described a certain amount of 'pressure to play', 
which often challenged his ability to study. This culminated in a build up of 
unfinished work, which Eric had ultimately found stressful:
E. " there's fifteen of us and the doors are always open so...and I sat down last night
for ten minutes and someone said come down to the bar....'cos football's on....uh 
yeah....you cant say no....you don't want to be the one to say no and you dont wanna say 
no so "
Frances also seemed to find an overload of work built up because of 
pressures to socialise when living in Halls:
258
F. so it's running close to the wind ?
F. very close....I mean....I left the essay....well it's hard to work in my Halls
anyway people are always coming into the rooms sort of talking to you....even when
you tell them...I'm about to do my essay...could you not disturb me...they knock on the 
door and come in.....
F. what would happen if you told them to go away because you're working?
F. I'd probably think....oh no....it's so rude....
F. so it's important to you to go along with that social.....
F. yeah I'm easily detracted ...."
For Alice who was a re-entry student in her first year, work was building up as 
a result of difficulties in finding time to study since her husband had been 
taken ill:
A. " my husband's been off sick for the last nine weeks....he's done his back in so
he's constantly at home ...so you know that time when you can just say...right well I'm 
going to do this now....it's like he's in the other room....
F. you need mental space....?
A. and then the 'phone rings....answer the 'phone...and then it's lunchtime and I've got 
to go and make lunch...."
Therefore although the 'nature' of interruption to studies may be different, 
there appeared to be similar experiences shared by both direct and re-entry 
students in relation to external factors which may negatively impact on study 
time.
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Finance
Financial problems were another source of stress for students. The key 
issues around this included problems with having to undertake paid 
employment alongside working towards the degree. It also seemed that for 
some students who had been used to earning a reasonable salary prior to 
their degree studies, the adjustment to a severely reduced income 
contributed to stress. Alison had been used to living on a fairly high income 
and was finding the adjustment difficult:
A. " I was so used to being independent and getting what I wanted I was still able to
enjoy myself and....just I feel like having a meal today where now I have to sort of plan
in advance whether you have to take a calculator and see whether that could happen...so 
that's sort of different...and you know it can put you off sometimes...."
Colin had financial problems of a different nature. He was divorced with a 
daughter of five years old and was having difficulties living on a student grant 
and also trying to fulfil his commitment to child maintenance:
C. " my most stressful thing at the moment is my financial situation....because I'm sort
of....I don't know well not because I'm older....I mean I'm twenty-nine I have been married
and I'm divorced and I've got a daughter who’s five um...who I see...I pay maintenance
money there...."
Charlie was a re-entry second year student who felt that financial problems 
were more stressful for him than exams. He described his experience of 
financial hardship as bringing with it a sense of insecurity:
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c. " but money is more than an exam I think I think so it's insecurity I think...no
money...."
The next highest stressors involved interpersonal problems then problems 
around living in Halls and homesickness.
interpersonal Problems
Relationships were frequently discussed when talking about stress and 
college experiences. For direct entry students who had been in a 
relationship prior to coming to college, there were anxieties expressed about 
loyalty and fidelity. If they had come to live in Halls, their partners were likely 
to express concern that the relationship would be challenged by the 
inevitable social life and opportunities to meet other relationships in that 
context. Some chose to avoid socialising in order to be 'faithful' or 'loyal' to 
their partners, whilst others did not survive the separation.
Harriet was a second year direct entry student who described her anxieties 
about her relationship when she first started college. Her parents had told 
her to forget about her boyfriend when she came to college and start a new 
life:
H. " because of the relationship....I didnt want the new....they were stressing the
new....they were saying just ignore him....he's not there forever you know...it's a new
relationship....l didn't want to listen to that....I wanted forever at that time and so it was
like I don't want to meet anyone else...I was really scared of like meeting someone 
else...and with him as well...the trust thing was really difficult to have...."
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Harriet's difficulties are closely linked to issues around homesickness when 
leaving home for the first time.
Homesickness
Although Harriet was not describing a problem about leaving her parents, her 
'homesickness' was around the separation from her boyfriend. The term 
'homesickness' is usually associated with the separation from family life with 
parents. However, although this was often the case, there was also stress 
around the separation from close friends as a result of leaving home.
Another theme around homesickness involved the realisation that if students 
went home at weekends too early or too often at the outset, this would be 
problematic either for the parents or their ability to enmesh with their peers in 
Halls. Eartha described some early experiences in Halls in relation to 
homesickness and her coping strategy:
E. "....I just thought...there's no point in going home 'cos it would be torture for them 
(parents) to see I am unhappy and not being able to do anything...and I'm not going to 
haunt myself during that stage....
F. so you stuck with it....
E. yeah...and I'm glad I did....it just clicked....I don't know when it was....probably week 
four or something....
F. do you think by sticking with it like that you got over the homesickness quicker...?
E. yeah definitely...! mean I've got friends on the floor who've gone home every
weekend and found it much....they're still not really settled.... and they're not within the 
groups as well socially because they're not there all the time...."
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The majority of interpersonal problems were expressed by direct entry 
students and these were often in relation to conflicts in Halls.
Examinations & Evaluation
Stress around examinations and coursework evaluation were discussed and 
this tended to be rooted in fears that the work would not be up to standard or 
that everybody else would do better. There was also particular anxiety 
expressed about exams, where the amount of effort invested in a course over 
a whole year would be measured in a couple of hours. In addition, it seemed 
that for a number of students, the process of having to work with revised 
information posed a particularly difficult challenge. Diana who was a re-entry 
second year student, found the concept of having her ability measured was 
stressful and may have been linked to a negative academic self-concept 
which she had presented on a number of occasions during the interview:
D. " I'm getting to feel the same way now over the exams I think it's a case of when
something's being measured when my ability is being measured...."
Roie Conflict
Themes around role conflict were largely around domestic and childcare 
responsibilities and time available to study. Sometimes the conflict lead to 
feelings of guilt. Celia described such a feeling when she talked about her 
daughter:
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c. "....being a Mum....a single Mum and taking on this course was really 
difficult....because there's the stress of college and there's the guilt feeling that...you 
know...I was neglecting my daughter and it takes me hours to do everything....”
These feelings that whatever you are doing, it's not enough may lead to 
feelings of low esteem. If college demands are not met, the 'academic self is 
in question although the children may be happy thereby re-enforcing a 
positive 'parent self and vice versa.
It appeared therefore, that there may be an association between role conflict 
and self-esteem.
Low Confidence (Self-Esteem)
Another source of stress appeared to stem from low confidence generally. 
Anxiety about presenting in seminars reflected some fears around public 
speaking. This involved anxieties about the mind going blank, or an inability 
to express orally what had been learned and the main emphasis was a fear of 
looking like a fool in front of peers.
Caroline was a third year re-entry student and described her fear of 
presenting:
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c. "....I'm thinking well...you've spent so much time doing this....you have read all of these 
books....you have prepared these handouts...it's a subject you enjoy...there is no basis for
this....don't need to go there and shake and your voice tremble and all that but even
so...I knew all that and I've thought about it beforehand and I took a deep breath and all
that I was sitting there and as soon as he said right...it's your turn I was....you
know....it was like an earthquake .just centred on me....I was just shaking
uncontrollably....it was terrible...."
Statistics Anxiety
Statistics anxiety and negative academic self-concept shared a similar 
proportion of codings in relation to their contribution to stress. There were 
occasions when stress around statistics was linked with 'baggage' from 
negative past experiences of maths. Audrey was a first year re-entry student 
who had received a 2.1 for a piece of research methods coursework but felt 
that she had not let her 'fear' go as a result of this feedback:
A. " I do feel anxious about stats I think mainly everybody does....although I passed
a stats module and it was quite a reasonable mark....it was 66%....l still am quite 
frightened about that...."
Gaynor was a third year direct entry student and was very explicit about the 
extent to which statistics had impacted on her levels of stress at college:
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G. " I've only just in the third year started to do what I want....I've had to go
through...I mean for me...that second year was the nightmarest....time in my life....not in 
my life....but to sit in front of a computer...and type in stats....I was so stressed....I've 
never been so stressed...that last research project "
Although there has been reference to academic self-concept throughout this 
research, the question of self-concept in general seemed to be important for 
Gaynor. She was also studying Art as part of her degree and it seemed 
important for her to have an 'artist's' identity. The image of herself sitting at 
a computer working with numbers seemed to be stressful for a number of 
reasons. Apart from the academic challenge and a fundamental dislike of 
numbers since she preferred images, it seemed that her identity was being 
threatened whilst undertaking this type of work. Therefore self-concept and 
identity may form part of the resistance to statistics for some people who 
prefer to see themselves as 'artistic'. This may also link to stress and 
academic self-concept. For those who have an extremely negative academic 
self-concept, the experience of being a student can be particularly stressful. 
Celia was a re-entry second year student who had come into HE having been 
a housewife for many years. It appeared that she had integrated a 
particular self-concept during the break after school and when her studies 
became especially challenging, there were times when she felt that she 
should revert back to her 'old' identity. There were times when she felt that 
the degree was the domain of others and was not confident that she had a 
right to be there:
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Q " that's the only thing I can put it down to really....for a long time I thought it was
because they were cleverer than I am (laughs)....
F. How did that feel....?
C oooh horrible as I say..I felt like a fish out of water here for a long time....I just
thought I should be going to Tupperware parties with all the other Mums....(laughs) "
The following categories will be examined as a whole rather than broken 
down into sub-categories for the purposes of hierarchy of frequencies, since 
most of the sub-categories only include one theme:
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THE IMPACT OF THE FAMILY ON EDUCATIONAL 
EXPERIENCES
During the interviews, another theme emerged around the impact of family on 
current experiences at college and this contained a number of different 
dimensions.
Figure 14: Proportion of codings categorised for family issues, which include parents, 
siblings and relationships with partner
FAMILY 
Proportion of Central Themes Categorized
parenting
siblings
parents
partner
Figure 14 shows that the most frequently discussed area was parents, which 
refers to discussion around parental influences on education for both direct 
and re-entry students. This was followed by discussion around siblings, 
relationships with partners and parenting issues which were exclusively 
related to re-entry students since none of the direct entry students who took 
part in the interviews had children.
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Examples from the interviews relating to parents, siblings, parenting and 
partners will follow
Parents
On many occasions when relating education 'stories', interviewees raised 
discussion around parents. There were more than twice as many negative 
statements made about parents than positive. Negative statements included 
parental indifference to education, working to please parents rather than for 
self motivation, anger with parents for sending their children to punitive 
boarding schools and over-protective parenting styles. Dave who was a third 
year re-entry student described how his parents had used a conditional style 
to make him perform tasks to their own ends. It is interesting to note that it 
was Dave who had attained a first class degree whilst questioning whether he 
would pass his coursework throughout his studies. He described an 
experience throughout his childhood, which involved conditional love 
whereby he was given 'treats' from his parents on the condition that he 
conformed to their required behaviour. He had also described his mother as 
being over-protective in the sense that he was not allowed to go on school 
outings with his school friends. Therefore Dave's achievements at school 
were guided by behaviourist principles and in this case if he did not perform 
academically he faced the threat of losing his dog. This had put him under 
considerable pressure throughout his childhood:
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D. " there was this constant threat when I was a child because I desperately wanted a dog
and finally they gave in to letting me have a dog but it was on the condition that...as soon as 
something went wrong at school or they had any complaints about me....the first threat was
that if it happens again...then your dog has got to go....I’ve got to get rid of it and that was
just petrifying me.......................................... it wasn't even as if it was punishment as being hit
or anything...which I think would have been far easier to deal with....I just feel like it was 
mental cruelty almost "
Franky was a first year direct entry student who described problems of a 
different nature with her mother. She was living in Halls and was finding it 
difficult to adjust to her mother's 'fussing' when she went home. The 
transition from home to living in Halls seemed to have involved a fairly rapid 
sense of her own self and independence, therefore she found it hard to move 
from a new found 'adult' identity back to her home environment where she 
was still treated like a child:
F. " I do find when I go home...I'm not sure....intolerant of my Mum....she tends to
fuss....and it used to annoy me...but I think now because I've seen how it can be different...I 
sort of think oh stop it please "
Siblings
Another aspect of family life, which was raised frequently, was the impact of 
siblings on education experiences. Much of the discussion involved 
descriptions about different approaches to studying and comparisons about 
experiences at school in general. Negative issues tended to involve older
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brothers or sisters who had been at a particular school prior to interviewees' 
arrival. Teachers comparisons about academic achievements with siblings 
often undermined their academic self-concept. Barbara was a first year re­
entry student who had experienced this type of teaching approach:
B. "....my sister had been there before and she had been very academic....big
personality...so I was compared to my sister a lot and I was a very different character to
my sister "
 I can remember...you know....things standing out like teachers saying....oh you
know...you're not like your sister....
F. ...and she's older...?
B. and she was the lead in the school plays and all that...
F. can you remember what that felt like....?
B. well...it felt....I was a bit narked...."
F. so this comparison....I'm interested in what kind of impact this might have had.....
B. I think it's always made me feel less confident...."
Eric was a first year direct entry student who had also experienced external 
pressures, which enforced sibling rivalry. Although he had both a brother 
and a sister who had achieved higher grades at GCSE than himself, he had 
felt that his brother had worked hard and therefore deserved the praise. He 
did not elaborate on how he felt about his sister in this respect. This seems 
to link closely with the concept of perceived effort and actual grades 
received. If an individual perceives someone as attaining higher grades than 
themselves, perhaps this is easier to accept if there is an acknowledgement 
that the effort is reflected in the grades. If an individual perceives that they
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have worked harder than someone who attains a higher grade, this may incur 
feelings of resentment. Sibling rivalry may, therefore, be at the roots of 
discomfort with competitive learning environments.
E. " my brother and sister did....and IVe got it hanging over my head always that they've
got better grades at GCSE....
F. how does that feel...?
E. well I don't feel bad because my brother deserved it...."
There also appeared to be a positive outcome for some that had older 
brothers and sisters at school. Harry was a direct entry second year student 
who had two older brothers who bullied him and he had described himself as 
the 'underdog'. However, there had been a fairly positive impact for him at 
school where his brothers had been good at sport and popular:
H. "...when it came to going to primary school...they had been through and they
themselves were very good at sport and very popular too and so the teachers had an
automatic respect almost for me....knowing that my brothers had gone through "
The other two key themes, which emerged from family issues, involved 
discussion about parenting and partners.
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Parenting
Parenting included difficulties in trying to organise time for children and 
studies and experiences of being bound to the house with small children prior 
to undertaking the degree. Barbara was a first year re-entry student who had 
found that her role as mother had impacted negatively on her self-esteem:
B. " it's very different it's funny how when you're at home with children....in a very
short time life changes a lot....and you lose your self-esteem and your confidence....
F. you would describe it like that....having all the children around....that has an impact 
on self-esteem and confidence.....
B. yes I do I mean I don't know how it happens but with all my friends too it does
sap away....I don't know if it's society's treatment of women at home....with the 
children...."
Barbara went on to find an further explanation for this negative impact on her 
self-esteem whilst being at home with her children:
B. " ...I also think that what you do with the children....a lot of it is so mundane and 
running the house and...you never get any positive feedback....nobody ever says you're 
doing a wonderful job "
Partners
This raises the issue around relationships with partners in the context of the 
degree. If Barbara was not receiving any acknowledgement for the work that 
she invested in the home, perhaps she was looking to the degree for some 
improvement to her self-esteem. When talking about her husband, although
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she stated that he was supportive, it seemed that Barbara was trying to fit her 
studies around the management of the house with very little practical support. 
There appears to be an underlying problem where the partner who is earning 
and paying the bills sometimes bears resentment towards their partner who 
may be studying but not contributing to the household finances. Although 
support may be verbalised, it is active support that is necessary if studies are 
undertaken alongside substantial domestic commitments. Barbara was 
having to study late at night or on Sundays if she could persuade her 
husband to take the children out for a few hours:
B. " my husband's very supportive....you know he really wants me to do this....but it's
hard for him....
F. what does he do ?
B. he runs his own marketing design business....so he works long hours and it's 
hard...because the weekend....I mean he wants to spend time with the kids..but he's very 
exhausted....you have to drag him off swimming but the trouble is....studying takes a long
time....much longer than you think you know...two hours is nothing....it goes like
that....and by then they're back...."
There were a number of complex issues involved with Barbara's experience 
of the degree. It was evident that she needed to find some external 
stimulation to support her self-esteem. However, during the process of doing 
the degree with small children, she was taking on a substantial commitment 
to studying without having any extra support to make time available for this. 
She was already working hard in her domestic role and therefore chose to 
add another dimension that meant that she had no time for herself.
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REASONS TO PARTICIPATE IN HIGHER EDUCATION
Barbara's experiences of studying for the degree raises the question of why 
individuals choose to participate in HE. She had explicitly stated that she 
had felt that being at home with small children was having a negative impact 
on her self-esteem. Therefore, Boshier's (1991)'social stimulation' orientation 
for participation appears to be central. This referred to the decision being 
influenced by a need to get away from boring work or an unhappy 
relationship. There were a number of other themes that emerged when 
interviewees discussed their reasons for participating in HE.
Figure 15: Proportions of codings for the sub-categories for reasons to participate in Higher 
Education including career goals, the enjoyment of learning, parental influence, inevitable 
route, self-development, social contact, status and don't know
REASONS TO PARTICIPATE IN HIGHER EDUCATION 
Proportions of Themes Categorized
status
social
self-development
parents
inevitable
career goals
don't know
joy of learning
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It appears that there was more emphasis on career goals, followed by self­
development, parental influence, the enjoyment of learning, status, 
'inevitable' and to make friends respectively. 'Inevitable' refers to an ongoing 
knowledge at school that HE was the logical progression (see Appendix VII).
Career Goals
From Study I it was found that there was an association between reasons to 
participate in HE for career prospects and higher levels of stress. Therefore, 
the pressure to get a 2.1 or 1st in the current economic climate with high 
unemployment may partially explain this finding. It is also interesting to note 
that in this study, career goals was the most frequently discussed reason to 
participate.
There were a number of reasons that individuals felt that their reason to 
undertake the degree was to improve their career prospects. For re-entry 
students this often resided in dissatisfaction with previous work experiences 
that had been low paid and low status. Andrew was a first year re-entry 
student who had worked as a milkman and cable installer amongst other 
unskilled employment and had decided that he had no desire to continue that 
trend:
A. " I hated the Idea of getting to about...say forty or forty five....and being in that type
of Job....not that there's anything wrong with that type of job....but thinking I can't do 
anything else....or if I did I'd have to go to be a postman or something....always be stuck 
in that type of job...."
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Bruce was also a first year re-entry student and was aware of the difficulties 
in finding employment with a degree which was less than a 2.1 :
B. ”....IVe seen with my girlfriend...she got a 2.2. and how difficult it was to get a job 
teaching with that....and she's ended up doing supply teaching....
Celia was a third year re-entry student whose reason to undertake the degree 
had a strong base in trying to re-structure her life. She needed to move on 
with a qualification which would secure a well-paid job:
couldn't get a job because I wasn't qualified to get a job that paid me well enough...so
chose this option
Social Security....and I thought what am I going to do...is this my life....so there I was,
). "....I have come out of a very violent marriage....and I had a small baby and I was on
Self-Development
Alex who had experienced many years of difficulties with dyslexia described 
what the degree would mean for him in terms of self-development:
A. " it's almost like a little wail....you know as a dyslexic I always make a little model of
it....it's like a little wail....when it's unbalanced...it isn't a round circle....it's got a flat edge.... 
F. and is the degree going to make it a round circle....?
A. yeah....because it's an area I'm very weak in and it's an area....if I can study....I know I 
am now capable....."
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Alex's explanation of his incentive to study for the degree links closely with 
Rogers' concept of meta learning. On a positive learning loop, if an individual 
experiences themselves as achieving they know that they are capable of 
achieving.
Bruce was a first year re-entry student who felt that one of the reasons for 
undertaking a degree was for the challenge and he felt that this particularly 
related to self-knowledge during the process:
B. "....the prime reason for doing it was that it was a challenge....
F. challenging in what respect....?
B. uh....without sounding really crass here....I suppose you get to learn about yourself as 
well "
Parental Influence & Inevitable Progression After School
For the majority of re-entry students, reasons to participate in HE tended to 
be self-motivated and based on previous life or education experiences which 
had influenced their decisions to participate. However, for a number of direct 
entry students it appeared that there had been limited personal choice in 
decision-making. Either parents had assumed this to be the obvious 
destination for their children after school, or there was a sense of inevitability 
around going on to University since that was a 'normative' route to take after 
A'levels. There was also a link between this reason to participate and 
relatively low levels of motivation in relation to commitment to studying. 
Frances was a first year direct entry student who had felt that the reason she
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was studying for the degree was parental influence:
F. "....I could have rebelled against it and not gone....
F. so if you hadn't come...that would have been seen as rebellion...?
F. probably...yeah.....
F. right...OK...by your parents....?
F. probably yeah unless I had a really reasonable alternative...."
Another dimension to parental influence in the decision to participate in HE 
involved a sense of inevitability. This was when individuals had been 
academically achieving throughout school and there had been limited 
discussion about routes to investigate after A'levels since University was the 
'obvious' next phase in life.
Sometimes this was because parents had been to University themselves, 
however this was also the case when there had been no others in the family 
who had gone to University.
Enjoyment of Learning
For some students, the decision to participate in HE was rooted in an 
appetite for knowledge. Therefore, the decision was based on a desire to 
enjoy the learning experience itself. Alice was a first year re-entry student 
who encapsulated the essence of this approach to the degree:
A. "....I like it when I learn something new and it tacks onto something old and....makes 
more sense of things...so I like that..."
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Status
Some students felt that by obtaining a degree that they would improve their 
status in life. Caroline was a second year re-entry student who felt that a first 
class degree would not only be useful for career prospects on paper, but that 
others would respect her more:
0. "....I think if you come out with a first it's very....fulfilling....very self-satisfying...it looks 
very good on paper and it looks very good for everybody else and they look up to you...they 
respect you more...."
Social
Previous findings had shown that direct entry students were more likely to 
participate in HE for career prospects or social contact and that when the 
reason was for career goals, stress levels were the highest. Although there 
was very little discussion around doing the degree for the social dimension, 
the following extract reveals a clear example of this priority. Frances was a 
first year direct entry female student who stated that her prime reason for 
participating in HE was for the social aspect. She had heard a lot of positive 
experiences from her friends who had already started their degrees and this 
had influenced her decision to study in HE. It was clear that she wanted to 
obtain the degree, however, the primary motivation was the social dimension. 
It also appears that Frances perceived the social aspect of the degree being 
closely related to self-development:
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rF. it would be really nice to achieve the degree....! mean I don’t really mind what 
degree it is....2.2. or 2.1 ...That’ wasn’t really the most important thing to come to
University actually getting the degree.....
F. it wasn’t....?
F. no....’cos everyone says its so wonderful...the best years..... and I thought yes..I
want to go and experience it....all my friends have gone...and have said how 
wonderful experience it is....
F. wonderful in what respect ?
F it’s good for life maturing and things....social and they were all sort of saying
they want to go back....
F. I know I’ve made the right decision....
F. good...so it’s working out for you.....
F. definitely...yeah...
This motivation to participate links to Boshier’s (1991) ‘social contact’ sub­
scale for the Education Participation Scale. Frances has provided an insight 
into some of the dynamics which maybe associated with this motivation. It 
would seem that for Frances, her desire to enjoy the social dimension of 
college was being fulfilled and her overall experience of college was positive.
Although there were a number of different categories for individuals' reasons 
to participate in Higher Education, it is important to note that there were often 
a number of different reasons given. Therefore the examples in this section 
have focused on individuals own emphasis for their reasons to participate.
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SUMMARY OF CURRENT EXPERIENCES IN HIGHER 
EDUCATION
At the end of each interview, participants were asked to summarise their 
overall impression of their current experiences at college.
Figure 16: Proportion of codings categorised for the sub-categories reflections, positive and 
negative overall current experiences of college
OVERALL REFLECTIONS & FINAL SUMMARY 
Proportions of Themes Categorized
negative
____________ positive
reflections
Figure 16 shows that the majority of comment was around general reflections. 
However, there is a clear indication that there were more codings for positive 
than negative overall experiences.
The issues, which were addressed around positive experiences, tended to be 
overall enjoyment of college life and the excitement about new challenges. It 
also appeared that positive experiences were rooted in different areas
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depending on whether the individual was a direct or re-entry student. 
Caroline who was a second year re-entry student expressed her experience 
as being;
.the most enjoyable experience I ever had "
For Christopher who was a re-entry student in his third year and having been 
married for many years, there was some appeal about being a student which 
involved having a separate life in some way. He did not feel that this was a 
negative reflection on his marriage, however there did appear to be some 
relief in having an opportunity to be in an environment for three years where 
the 'outside' world of work could be kept on hold. Christopher discussed his 
feelings about the end of the degree and how hard it was for him to leave 
college behind him:
C. " the very fact that it's a secure place...when you know what you're going to be doing
ahead of you and you come to an end and suddenly it's work...it's money....it's everything
back in the world again...and it's not having the same contact with all those lovely people that 
you actually were with during the course....and it's a very funny feeling...and there's a kind of 
feeling...l feel...l don't know....there's something here that's going on which is around one's 
home life...you know...that I've been married for a long time....and that's fine...there's nothing 
wrong with my marriage or anything like that...so what's this need for these people that's 
outside it...and yet there is....and they are in some way totally unconnected to this life that I 
have at home....
F. maybe that's part of the appeal....?
C. well it might be....l mean....but the fact is that there...I can't just disappear....somehow I 
don't want it to "
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Diana was a second year re-entry student who also found college to be a 
positive experience. She projected a similar sentiment to Christopher when 
making a comparison between college life and the outside world. This seems 
to suggest that for some, the college environment can provide a certain 
amount of 'shelter' from the external world:
D. " everybody seems quite helpful and friendly which is something that you don’t actually
find always on the outside...."
Students who had come into HE straight from school, tended to focus on the 
joy of independence and new-found freedom. Franky who was a first year 
direct entry student compared her recent experience in school with her 
current experience at college:
F. "....one thing that I do find is there's a lot of freedom....
F. and is that a positive thing for you....?
F. yeah....yeah I like that....
F. freedom in what sense...?
F. I suppose it's probably little things like...I've always had to wear a school uniform...and now 
I don't have to....and there's no one...you know....although they pass around the 
register....there's no one even going to notice whether you're there or not....really...until they 
look at the register...."
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Helena was a second year direct entry student and had been concerned 
when she first arrived at college that she might not be able to cope with 
having to motivate herself to study. One of the positive outcomes of her 
experience at college was the knowledge that she was able to meet the 
academic challenge effectively:
H. "....you hear about some Universities....sometimes you feel...well I felt
that...um....maybe I won't be able to discipline myself to do what I need to do but it's
like...proved to myself that I can do it...."
When students talked about negative aspects of their experience of college, 
they tended to focus on academic issues around financial problems, negative 
academic self-concept and fear of exams.
Diana was a second year re-entry student who had talked earlier in the 
interview about her self-doubts and re-iterated this when asked to summarise 
her college experience:
D. " I do have this feeling of being inadequate...."
It had become clear that for Diana, this 'baggage' was intruding on her overall 
experience of being a student. Feelings of fear an panic over a period of 
three years is clearly a heavy load to bear:
D. " ...I don't like exams....I get into a terrible panic beforehand...."
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DISCUSSION
Miles and Huberman (1994) argued that the linkage between a quantitative 
and qualitative methodology provides scope for elaborating and developing a 
analysis which provides richer detail. They also argued that the debate about 
whether either a quantitative or qualitative methodology should be used is 
unproductive, since both methods are inextricably linked. This argument has 
been supported by taking the findings from Study 1, which used a quantitative 
approach, then exploring the findings further in this qualitative study.
Listening to individuals' own accounts of their education has provided a 
depth of insight into the student experience. This analysis did not look 
specifically for age or gender differences since the prime focus here was to 
identify emergent themes from the interviews. However, Chapter V 
specifically examines age and gender differences and involves the 
presentation of another form of analysis which uses the frequencies of 
codings identified from this content analysis.
School Experiences
Study 1 found that re-entry students reported the most negative experiences 
of school overall, and this supported the findings of Hopper and Osbourne 
(1975), Coopersmith (1975) and Daines (1992). The pilot study (Study 1A) 
revealed three dimensions to the school experience which emerged from the 
students themselves and these included relationships with teachers, 
approaches to study and friendships. Rather than treating school as a single 
experience a more sensitive measure identified different dimensions of the
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experience.
The interviews in this study revealed further depth of information about 
school experiences which still fell into the three broad categories. These 
included 'relationships with teachers', 'academic issues' along with 'social and 
personal issues'. This study provided further sub-categories which emerged 
from the analysis of the interviews and these provided some explanations for 
the findings from Study 1. It was clear that the social dimension of school 
played a central role in whether students perceived their overall experience 
as positive or negative. There was also a link between friendships and the 
academic aspect of school. It appeared that when students had shared 
interests with their friends, whether this involved high motivation to study or 
'rebellious' attitudes to authority, the overall experience was enhanced. 
Indeed, for some who reported that they had bad relationships with teachers, 
particularly if they were at boarding school, their friends became an important 
source of comfort. However, a number of students described a sense of 
isolation at school and this became particularly poignant when hearing how 
important friendships had been for those who had good friendships. Those 
who felt isolated or lonely at school provided a number of different 
explanations for this and these may provide further understanding of the 
previous findings. Study 1 found that there was evidence to show that when 
study habits at school were positive, relationships with teachers were bad 
and friendships were good, academic self-concept at college was negative. 
This was difficult to interpret, however, the interviews provided some 
complex interactions which may illuminate some of the processes involved.
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During the interviewing and transcription phase of this study, a concurrent 
theme emerged which related to internal and external attributions. During the 
content analysis a number of 'memos' were recorded when this phenomenon 
arose. It appeared that when asked about school some individuals attributed 
their underachievement to ineffective teachers and teaching methods. 
However, at different points of the interview when not asked direct questions 
about school, further explanations for underachievement seemed to emerge. 
Although some individuals presented an image of hard working and positive 
attitudes to studying, some individuals explained that they would have been 
high achievers except for bad teaching. However, at other points in the 
interviews there appeared to be some leakage which revealed another 
explanation. This involved discussion about the social aspect of school 
which appeared to take up a lot of time and there was also a sense of low 
motivation in relation to study. Contradictions in responses were, therefore, 
an important aspect to consider when trying to search for meaning. In 
addition, when underachievement at school was attributed to bad teaching, 
there was an underlying sense that the individuals concerned knew that this 
was perhaps part of the problem rather than the whole problem. Therefore, 
by casting the blame on the teachers a certain amount of discomfort was 
around. When attribution 'errors' were observed, it was often later in the 
interview that similar patterns arose. For example, if teachers were blamed 
for underachievement at school, tutors in the break and tutors at college, this 
was a fair indication that a coping strategy for low motivation was to blame 
the teachers. It also appeared that when talking about confidence in
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academic ability at college, when these forces were in operation teachers at 
school were also held responsible for lack of confidence in ability. It is 
important however, to emphasise that this is a speculative interpretation 
since the individuals who made these attributions did not state that this was a 
coping strategy to explain low motivation for work. Therefore, when 
analysing in depth interviews, there was much scope to examine covert as 
well as overt information disclosed. However, this phenomenon does link 
closely to the finding in study I where positive approaches to study, bad 
relationships with teachers and good friendships were associated with a 
negative academic self-concept at college.
Study I also found that when self-esteem was low, academic self-concept was 
also negative and the quality of friendships provided some insights into this 
association. For example, Harriet had not been happy at school and 
explained that she had been lonely and isolated. She had few friends and 
when asked why, she attributed this to having no confidence in herself. This 
directly related to Kafer's (1981) argument that unpopular children tend to 
have low self-esteem. They also may not have learned appropriate skills 
needed to make friends and therefore experiences of school may expose 
them to a wide range of social learning experiences which may result in 
failure. This suggested that when asking questions about confidence in 
academic ability, if individuals have no confidence in themselves overall, this 
may also be generalised to their academic confidence. Another explanation 
for loneliness or isolation at school related to being marginalized by peers as 
a result of being 'different' in some way. If individual did not conform to group
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'norms' either through 'dress code' or keeping in touch with the current social 
'scene' through watching television or listening to current music trends, they 
appeared to be ostracised. Another explanation for why positive approaches 
to studying at school may involve a negative academic self-concept relates to 
experiences of 'bullying'. This either took the form of physical or verbal 
abuse and for those who were bullied at school, a sense of anxiety about this 
period of their life was projected. It became evident in this study that for 
some students who had been effective in their academic work at school, there 
was a punishment incurred. For example, Dave had been top of his class 
however he described how his peers had 'teased' him about this. He had 
clearly described discomfort as a result of this and therefore his positive 
approaches to studying at school had incurred a negative social dimension. It 
appear therefore, that a positive approach to study did have a negative 
outcome for some students. A coping strategy for this may therefore involve 
an ambivalence about academic ability in order to maintain positive 
interpersonal relationships. This would partly explain contradictions in 
answers when some individuals were asked about confidence in their 
academic ability. Dave, for example, had been 'teased' about his high levels 
of achievements at school and his answers to confidence in his academic 
ability at college were sometimes contradictory. When asked directly, he 
described himself as a high achiever at school and at college. However, 
although he had much evidence to show that he was capable of producing 
work of a high standard at college, each time he submitted a piece of 
coursework, he felt that he might fail. This study also identified some further 
dimensions to academic experiences at school and it appeared that there
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was considerably more discussion around low rather than high levels of 
motivation to study. Some individuals appeared to be low in motivation to 
study and when asked to explain why this maybe the case, a number of 
explanations were given. One of these directly related to a negative 
academic self-concept where some students had felt 'defeated' and this 
involved low levels of motivation. This was sometimes due to missing 
schoolwork as a result of illness and feeling too far behind to catch up on 
their return to school. For others, it seemed that there was a general feeling 
of disinterest in the work itself and the main task was to see how little work 
they could 'get away with' before being punished. This was more likely to be 
the case for those in schools where there were very large classes and 
individuals were often not noticed. There seemed to be an important link 
here with individuals' reasons for studying. It appeared that when this was for 
the satisfaction of receiving positive responses from teachers, if an individual 
is ignored or not rewarded for their efforts, they may withdraw from studying 
and become de-motivated. However, although some individuals may be 
largely ignored by their teachers, they may be given encouragement from 
other sources i.e. parents, siblings or friends. Alternatively, there maybe 
some individuals who find that high grades are sufficient rewards in 
themselves and this encourages high levels of motivation to study. This 
study also revealed a theme which related to anxiety at school and a 
concurrent theme involved fears about examinations. It appeared that this 
was a complex phenomenon and was not necessarily directly related to 
rational fears about academic ability and was experienced by both direct and 
re-entry students. Some students explained this as a feeling of 'panic' about
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examinations, although they felt confident about their academic ability and 
coursework evaluation. This suggested that if these fears are not based on a 
negative academic self-concept, there maybe something inherent in the 
examination structure which engenders these negative feelings. However, 
there also appeared to be aspects of academic self-concept which were 
identified by individuals themselves. When asked about examination fears, 
for example, some students would describe themselves as 'coursework 
people' and this suggested that they had adopted a particular type of learner 
identity. In addition, when talking about difficulties with mathematics, some 
individuals expressed a sense of personal identity as part of the explanation 
of this. Some would present themselves as never being any good at Maths 
and this suggested that they had accepted defeat in this subject area and 
held no hope of improving their ability since this was part of their 'personality'. 
Another explanation for difficulties in particular subject areas involved 
criticisms of teachers or teaching methods. On these occasions, 
considerable depth of information was disclosed about particular incidents 
where authoritarian teaching practice or indifference on the part of teachers 
had undermined the learning episodes. There seemed to be a difference 
between generalised statements about all teachers being 'bad' which could 
be linked with attribution 'errors' and specific incidents which had hindered 
the learning process. Although there has been a tendency in the literature to 
assume that negative school experiences have a detrimental effect on current 
learning experiences in HE, this research has attempted to illuminate the 
complexity of this assumption. It would seem pessimistic to accept that 
individuals who have had negative learning experiences in the past will be
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'trapped' in a negative learner identity in subsequent learning episodes. 
Therefore, the impact of past experiences on current experiences in HE 
needed further depth of information.
The Impact of Past School Experience on Current Experiences in HE
Study I found that when individuals reported that they had positive 
approaches to studying at school, they had a negative academic self-concept 
at college. T h i s  w a s  a difficult finding to interpret and this study provided 
some explanations for this. The quantitative study had revealed that 
teachers, approaches to study and friendships at school all influenced 
academic self-concept, there was also evidence to show that reasons to 
participate and self-esteem also contributed to current levels of academic 
stress and academic self-concept. This study provided in depth information 
about some other 'roots' of academic stress and academic self-concept. A 
number of students, for example, discussed the impact of parents on their 
academic self-concept. Alison had presented herself as highly motivated in 
relation to her studies both at school and at college and also had effective 
approaches to studying both in the past and at college. However, her efforts 
were not encouraged or supported by her father. She had a very small baby 
at the time of interview and was struggling to meet coursework deadlines at 
the same time as adjusting to becoming a mother. It became clear that her 
efforts to be a 'good' student were extremely complex and when she had 
forgotten to submit a piece of coursework due to domestic pressures, she 
described a feeling of 'terror'. Although Alison initially described this as a 
fear that tutors would perceive her as a 'bad' student for the rest of her
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degree, on further exploration, she identified this as a 'ghost' of memory 
about her father’s responses to her studies when she was a child. When she 
thought about this 'terror' for a while, she became tearful and explained how 
she had felt about her father's ongoing response to her work at school. It 
seemed that no matter how hard she tried, his responses continually
undermined her efforts with comments like "you can't do it why are you
trying to do something you cannot do....". Students may work hard and have 
positive approaches to studying, however, their motivation to do this could be 
to alleviate rejection from 'significant others'. Therefore, by investigating 
wider social and personal dimensions to the learning experience, 'ghosts' 
from the past were identified. It seemed from this study that these may have 
a fundamental role in current levels of self-esteem and academic self- 
concept.
Current Experiences in HE 
Academic Self-concept
Study I found that there was an association between negative perceptions of 
academic ability and low levels of self-esteem. However, this did not provide 
information about how this maybe experienced. Brown & McGill (1989) found 
that when individuals who have low self-esteem, they may reject favourable 
feedback in order to maintain a well established negative learner identity. 
Okun and Fournett (1991) also found that when individuals report low self­
esteem, they may 'trunkate' their emotional and cognitive responses to 
positive college events. This study identified the phenomenon and provided 
in-depth information about how some individuals experienced this
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incongruence between their perceived and actual performance. This could 
be described as a form of 'baggage' and appeared to cause considerable 
discomfort for those who experienced it. When individuals talked about this 
discrepancy between actual grades and perceived ability, responses ranged 
from surprise to disbelief when grades were higher than individuals had 
expected. Another dimension to this involved a complex strategy which was 
adopted and may have been designed to maintain a negative learner identity. 
This appeared to reflect Brown and McGill's (1989) argument that students 
with low self-esteem often try to maintain a negative learner identity for 
psychological continuity. The alternative involves re-adjusting to a different 
learner identity which may involve 'identity confusion'. This could be 
described as 'baggage' and it would appear that even when this is identified, 
the task of 'offloading' a negative academic self-concept is not 
straightforward. Diana, for example, attributed one of her first class grades to 
the course being 'Womens' Studies' and suggested that this was the reason 
that she obtained such a high grade. Another example of this desire to hold 
onto a negative learner identity was expressed by Dave who was in his third 
year and had consistently obtained high grades for his work. Having studied 
for nearly three years successfully in terms of grades, he still submitted work 
expecting that he may fail. This was particularly difficult to explain since he 
verbalised confidence in ability on one level whilst questioning his ability on 
another. Therefore this study provided in depth information about the 
experience of the phenomenon identified by Brown and McGill (1989) and 
Okun and Fournett (1991).
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Further insights into some of the 'roots' of academic self-concept emerged 
from a qualitative approach to the undergraduate experience. Although there 
was much emphasis on the role of school experiences on academic self- 
concept in the literature review, this study revealed how the impact of the 
family contributed to this and there was more negative than positive 
discussion around the impact of the family on education experiences. The 
essence of this often involved working to avoid disapproval from parents and 
feelings of resentment about over-protective parenting styles. There was 
also much discussion about siblings, where comparisons with older brothers 
and sisters had negatively impacted on academic self-concept. Dave 
described a constant feeling of 'threat' as a child as a result of a conditional 
parenting style. It seemed that nothing was permanent because he was 
given rewards for hard work on the condition that the work was maintained to 
a high standard. He had always wanted a dog and was given one as a 
reward after working well at school. However, whenever something went 
wrong at school, he was told that the dog would have to go. Dave had 
progressed through three years of the degree achieving 2.1s and first class 
grades for his work believing that each time he submitted a piece of 
coursework he might fail. Therefore, this discrepancy in perceived and actual 
ability maybe related to 'threats' in the past. The 'threat' of losing the dog 
which he loved as a result of 'things going wrong at school' may have 
engendered a particular coping strategy in relation to his approach to 
learning. In his own explanation for this, Dave used emotive language to 
describe his feelings about the threat of losing his dog as a result of 
underachievement at school. He felt 'petrified' and identified his parents
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strategies as 'mental cruelty'. Dave also felt that physical punishment would 
have been easier to deal with. It appeared, therefore, that the roots of this 
incongruence between perceived and actual grades were highly complex. 
Even though this study provided personal accounts of the experience of this 
phenomenon, it was still difficult to identify a single root cause. It appeared 
that academic self-concept was a fragile and perhaps transient psychological 
state therefore the 'roots' of this needed further exploration.
Academic Stress
Study I found that direct entry females presented the highest levels of 
academic stress than other groups of students. It was important, however, to 
identify some of the experiences which may contribute to academic stress 
whilst studying for the degree. It became clear from the interviews that there 
were a number of factors which exacerbated stress at college and these 
included both personal and academic issues. Abouserie (1994) found 
evidence to suggest that social-related events are important sources of 
academic stress and this study provided in depth information to support this. 
Most of the discussion centred around work overload and financial problems 
and this could be directly linked to the current cutbacks in funding for HE. 
These two problems also interact with each other in terms of having to find 
employment as well as studying for the degree in order to meet the shortfall 
in funding student grants. This study therefore, study provided insights into 
the effects of government policy on student funding which appeared to be a 
prime source of academic stress. Clearly when trying to fulfil a substantial 
gap in the income required to live on whilst trying to study full time, there will
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be problems with 'workload'. However, another explanation for work overload 
which caused stress, specifically related to direct entry students. For those 
living in Halls, there was a difficult balance between the need to socialise and 
develop a network of friends and time for studying. This often involved 
difficulties in being perceived as 'anti-social' when trying to study. Another 
key theme which emerged from this study involved feelings of homesickness. 
Although this content analysis was not looking specifically for age and 
gender differences, it was only direct entry female students who talked about 
feelings of homesickness. The findings from Study 1 showed that direct entry 
female students were the most academically stressed, and this was further 
illuminated when some individuals talked about the difficulties involved with 
leaving home. It appeared that some students had developed a particular 
coping strategy for this which involved a decision to stay at college for at 
least six weeks at the outset before going home. Some felt that if they had 
gone home before this period without establishing a network of friends at 
college, they would not have returned. It also appeared that for some 
individuals who did go home frequently at weekends, it was harder for them 
to establish good friendships in Halls of Residence. This finding may provide 
a useful insight for those who experience homesickness and find it difficult 
adjusting to college life in Halls of Residence. It appeared that the roots of 
academic stress were different for re-entry students and there appeared to be 
more females than males who talked about academic stress at college. 
However, this may reflect a gender difference where males maybe less 
forthcoming in talking about negative emotions than females. It did appear 
that the largest stressor for re-entry females was role conflict and this often
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involved difficulties in mediating a balance between studying and childcare 
responsibilities. This study provided in depth disclosures about how these 
'stressors' were experienced and it became clear that although the issues 
were sometimes different for direct and re-entry students, the distress felt was 
substantial for all students who disclosed their anxieties.
Reasons for Participating in HE
Study I revealed that direct entry students were most likely to participate in 
HE for career goals and social contact while re-entry students were more 
likely to participate for cognitive interest and social stimulation. The 
qualitative interviews provided further depth of information about reasons to 
participate in HE. Three of Boshier's motivations emerged when asking 
individuals why they had decided to undertake the degree and these included 
career goals, the joy of learning (cognitive interest) and social reasons (social 
contact). However, further reasons were given in response to this question 
and these included a desire to improve status and also an expectation that 
the degree would provide a forum for self-development. There was also 
another category which was specifically related to direct entry students and 
this involved the influence of parents on this decision. This was also closely 
related to another explanation for undertaking the degree which involved a 
sense of inevitability which some direct entry students described throughout 
their school experience. It appeared that for some individuals, there had 
been no discussion or decision making process about coming to HE because 
it had been assumed by both parents and teachers that this was the next part 
of their 'journey'. Career goals was the most frequently discussed reason to
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participate in HE and this often involved an awareness of how difficult it 
would be to obtain work without a good grade overall. This provided a further 
depth of understanding from the finding from Study I where academic stress 
was closely associated with the reason for participating in HE being for 
career goals. It also became clear when talking to students who were 
studying in order to improve their career prospects, their prime focus of 
attention was on the work itself. Discussion often involved comment about 
grades and comparison of these with peers. Alternatively, when individuals 
stated that their reason to participate was for self-development, this involved 
emphasis on a dimension to studying which can facilitate individuals to learn 
about themselves. They were more likely to discuss wider aspects of the 
degree experience which often included interpersonal relationships. It also 
appeared that they were progressing through their courses with a more 
'expressive' than 'instrumental' approach. There was another aspect of 
decisions to participate being for self-development which related to self- 
confidence. For one particular student who had talked about difficulties 
experienced with dyslexia, it seemed that working for the degree provided a 
forum in which confidence would develop. This appeared to link closely with 
Rogers' (1984) concept of a 'positive learning loop' where an individual's self­
esteem maybe enhanced when they encounter a positive learning 
experience.
Dyslexia
Although there were relatively few students who presented problems 
associated with dyslexia, this was a particularly important theme which
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emerged from the interviews. For all the other coding categories, there was a 
consistency in the frequency of times segments of text were categorised into 
particular coding categories, compared to the amount time spent discussing 
issues for every theme. However, for those students who talked about 
problems with dyslexia there was a disproportionate amount of time spent 
discussing this compared to the amount of times this was raised. It became 
clear when talking to these students, that dyslexia had impacted on all 
aspects of their learning experience from school to current experiences in 
HE. Therefore, when addressing issues around confidence in academic 
ability, academic stress or school, break or college experiences, these were 
always discussed in relation to the impact of dyslexia on these. Although for 
some students there may be a reluctance to talk about dyslexia, it seemed 
that for those who had been diagnosed, there was a sense of relief that their 
difficulties with learning could be understood. It also appeared important for 
them to talk about the difficulties which had caused confusion prior to the 
diagnosis. Alex had presented a negative academic self-concept throughout 
the interview and described intense feelings of frustration throughout school 
when he felt constantly misunderstood. He had described himself as 'thick' 
on a number of occasions in the interview and it appeared that he had a very 
well established negative learner identity. However, unlike students with low 
self-esteem who rejected favourable feedback in order to protect a well 
established negative learner identity, Alex seemed receptive to positive 
feedback for his work. There seemed to be no need to hold onto a negative 
learner identity, however, when asked how he would feel about receiving a 
first class grade for coursework, he replied that it would be impossible
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because of his problems with dyslexia. Audrey was another student who 
discussed problems which she had experienced with dyslexia and had been 
considering going part time for the degree. She also described negative 
experiences of education in the past which had included many experiences of 
failure in terms of examination and coursework results. However, she never 
gave up and is currently studying for her degree. Listening to these students 
who had been misunderstood at school and experienced constant criticism of 
their endeavours, it became apparent that they had extraordinary stamina 
and staying power to have survived their education to this level of study in 
HE. It seemed also, that although these students special needs had been 
identified, they were also a 'special' group of students in terms of motivation.
The Break Between School & College (Re-entry Students)
Re-entry students come into HE having had a break in their formal education 
since school. Therefore, for these students there may have been particular 
experiences during this period which may positively or negatively impact on 
their current experiences in HE. For example. Study I found that re-entry 
students reported negative experiences of school overall and were more 
likely to participate in HE for cognitive interest. They were also more likely to 
undertake the degree for 'social stimulation' which Boshier (1991) described 
as a desire to get away from boring work or an unhappy relationship. 
Therefore, it was necessary to examine experiences in the break in order to 
shed light on influences during this period which may impact on both reasons 
to participate and current experiences of the degree. Three key themes 
emerged from this period and these included work experiences, academic
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training and interpersonal relationships. Academic training was the most 
frequently discussed experience followed by work experiences and 
interpersonal relationships. Although Study I involved an investigation into 
'Luggage or Baggage', it could be argued that a certain amount of 'Baggage' 
may have been offloaded in Access courses prior to undertaking the degree. 
Therefore, this category provided some insights into recent education 
experiences before coming into HE. There was considerably more 
discussion around negative experiences of academic training, negative 
academic self-concept and low levels of motivation during the break between 
school and college. Some of these experiences included bad relationships 
with tutors, statistics anxiety, fear of examinations and doubts about 
academic ability and may have indicated different types of 'baggage'. This 
study has revealed that 'baggage' may be influenced by non-academic 
influences such as parents, interpersonal relationships, past experiences of 
school and a complex interaction between these. It has also become clear 
that even when an individual can identify their own 'baggage' they may find it 
difficult to leave it behind.
Justification for the 'linkage' between quantitative & qualitative 
methodologies
This study has provided some explanations for some of the findings from 
Study I and has also generated insights into the depth of experiences which 
individuals bring with them to HE. By taking a student centred approach, the 
extent of disclosure about these experiences has supported Rossman and 
Wilson's (1991) observation that 'linkage' between quantitative and
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qualitative methodologies provides scope for elaborating and developing the 
analysis which provides richer detail. In addition, the students interviewed 
have also generated more questions which need to be explored in further 
research into the student experience. For example, when asking about 
reasons to participate in HE, the first study investigated four motivations 
which were adopted from Boshiers' Education Participation Scale. However, 
this study has identified further categories, two of which specifically related to 
direct entry students parental influences on reasons to participate. Academic 
stress also proved to be a multi-faceted experience and ten stressors were 
identified from this study. Abouserie's (1994) Academic Stress Scale did not 
contain sub-categories to measure different academic stressors, however the 
students interviewed in this study have generated a number of different 
experiences which contribute to academic stress in HE.
The use of a qualitative study to investigate findings from the previous 
quantitative study also identified the impact of the family on past and current 
experiences of education. By asking students to tell their education 'stories' 
from school to current experiences in HE, another dimension of experience 
emerged from re-entry students. This provided information about re-entry 
students' experiences in the break between school and HE which had not 
been explored in Study 1.
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Methodological Observations
Prior to undertaking the content analysis of the interviews, I recorded 
personal reflections of the experience of interviewing and transcribing. This 
was partly to compare an overall 'sense' of the findings having experienced 
listening to the stories with the systematic process of content analysis. 
Immediately after transcribing the interviews I had a 'holistic feel' for the data 
and felt close to the 'stories'. I was concerned that during the process of 
content analysis this overall sense of the findings maybe disjointed. From my 
own overall sense of the interviews, it felt that there had been more 
discussion around interpersonal experiences than academic issues for both 
school and college phases of the education stories. However, the content 
analysis revealed that although there was a fairly even balance of discussion 
around personal and academic issues for school, there was considerably 
more discussion about academic issues than personal issues for the college 
experience. This raised an important issue around the subjectivity of the 
researcher in relation to perceptions of content and actual content.
Therefore, the systematic process of content analysis had provided an 
important monitor for subjective interest and misconceptions about the actual 
content. My own interest in the interpersonal dimension of the stories had led 
me to believe that this had been more central than academic issues.
This was a justification for the use of another method of analysis which 
involved a quantitative approach to the qualitative data which will be 
presented in the next chapter.
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CHAPTER V
Quantitative Analysis of the Categorial Data 
Prediction of positive and negative education experiences 
CORRESPONDENCE ANALYSIS - RATIONALE
Factorial analysis of correspondence is a procedure developed for the 
analysis of information in the form of contingency tables where nominal data 
are available for examination. This is very efficient for describing and 
establishing relationships in qualitative data. It was initially proposed by 
Benzecri (1963) and allows the construction of a typology and their 
characterisation according to two main dimensions. These two dimensions 
take into account the different types of variables which have been observed. 
In one sense it can be compared to factor analysis and the scores assigned 
along two axes to the calculation of factor scores, however, the mathematical 
model is different. This technique is suitable for use with nominal data, 
whereas factor analysis is suitable for use with scores associated with an 
underlying normal distribution. Correspondence analysis seeks to account 
for the distribution of data in the specified categories whilst factor analysis 
seeks to account for the variance in the scores obtained with respect to 
specified variables (Keeves, 1988). Correspondence analysis needs to be 
distinguished from other more conventional statistical methods in that it is not 
a confirmatory technique, which seeks to support a hypothesis. It is an 
exploratory technique, which serves the purpose of revealing data content 
and Everitt (1997) describes this as a window onto the data.
Although variables may be predictive.of experiences in HE across different
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groups of students, this strategy will identify those variables which specifically 
predict positive or negative experiences. This involves the illumination of 
those variables which maximise the differences between positive and 
negative life and education experiences across different groups of 
undergraduate students according to age, gender and route of entry into HE. 
This can be achieved in a number of ways, but in the present study prediction 
of differences across different groups of students was conducted by means of 
correspondence analysis. This analysis presents a descriptive, non- 
parametric method of exploring associations between specific variables and 
positive or negative experiences of HE.
Definition of Concepts contained in Correspondence Anaiysis
Principle component = dimension/co-ordinate
Inertia = variance accounted for by a dimension/principle component
Strategies for the interpretation of Correspondence Anaiysis
There are different ways in which correspondence analysis can be 
interpreted. One approach looks at differences between the ‘dimensions’ 
whilst another looks at the relative distance between ‘neighbours’ or variables 
contained in the analysis. For the current analyses the interpretation has 
examined the dimensions (principle components) and how the variables 
included in each analysis cluster together, thereby looking at the relative 
distance between each variable(neighbours). Although there are three 
dimensions (principle components) computed for each analysis, the scatter 
plots are two dimensional since three-dimensional plots are conceptually 
unclear. Co-ordinates 1 & 2 are significant for all the analyses.
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ANALYSIS 1 - Friendships & Stress, School & College Experiences
Correspondence analysis was used to investigate the associations between 
the predictor variables which included experiences of school in relation to the 
overall experience, friendships and academic experiences with different 
aspects of current experiences at college including stress, academic 
experiences and friendships. The rationale for this analysis was to examine 
whether there were any associations between positive or negative past and 
current education experiences and if there were any age or gender 
differences for these. All three co-ordinates were significant. Co-ordinate 1 
(p<0.0005 with 14 d.f.), co-ordinate 2 (p<0.0005 with 12 d.f.) and co-ordinate 
3 (p<0.004 with 10 d.f.). This analysis accounted for 81.57% of inertia in 
three principal components. The relationship between the variables is shown 
graphically in Figure 17 (see Appendix IXa for corresponding co-ordinates). 
The locations of the different groups of students are indicated by green 
triangles and the predictor variables are shown as red star markers. The key 
under each figure denotes different groups of students according to different 
groups of students (green typeface) and the predictor variables (red 
typeface). These correspond with the colour codings on each scatterplot.
The interpretation of the scatterplots requires an observation of the proximity 
between the different groups of students and the predictor variables. Close 
proximity between these indicates a close association between the students 
and the variable. For example, in analysis 1, re-entry female students (ref) 
are so close to negative overall experiences of school (sneg) and negative 
academic issues at college (caineg) that they are superimposed on the
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scatterplot. This means that re-entry female students were very closely 
associated with negative overall experiences at school and negative 
academic experiences at college.
Figure 17: Correspondence Analysis plot showing associations between overall positive and 
negative experiences at school including academic issues, friendships & Stress in relation to 
Age & Gender
FRIENDSHIPS & STRESS 
SCHOOL & COLLEGE EXPERIENCES
crelneg
sameg
Q.
KEY
^  entry phase & gender 
*  school & college
school & college experience (co2) 
co-ordinates 1 +2
co-ordinate 1 p<0.000 with 14 d.f.
co-ordinate 2 p<0.000 with 12 d.f.
co-ordinate 3 p<0.004 with 10 d.f.
KEY:
ref Re-entry Females
rem Re-entry Males
tf Direct Entry Females
tm Direct Entry Males
epos Positive Overall Experience of College
caineg Negative Academic Experience at College
crelneg Negative Friendships at College
cstress Stress at College
caipos Positive Academic Experience at College
crelpos Positive Friendships at College
spos Positive Overall Experience at School
saipos Positive Academic Experience at School
srelpos Positive Friendships at School
sneg Negative Overall Experience at School
saineg Negative Academic Experiences at School
srelneg Negative Friendships at School
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Table 33: Summary of findings from Correspondence Analysis for overall positive & 
negative experiences at school & college, including academic issues, friendships and stress 
in relation to age & gender
SCHOOL & COLLEGE EXPERIENCE
Gender & Entry Phase Associated Variables
1. Re-entry females negative experiences of school
2. Re-entry females negative academic Issues at college
3. Re-entry males positive experience of academic issues at 
college
4. Direct entry females stress at college
5. Direct entry males negative academic experiences at school
6. Direct entry males negative friendships at college
7. Overall positive college experiences & good friendships
8. Overall distinction between Direct entry & re-entry 
students
no apparent distinction between males & 
females
It can be seen that re-entry female students are specifically associated with 
overall dissatisfaction with school and negative academic experiences at 
college. Figure 27 shows that these two issues are superimposed and 
therefore very closely associated. Re-entry males are associated with 
positive academic experiences at college. Direct entry females are more 
closely associated with academic stress at college than the other students. 
Direct entry male students are more closely related to negative experiences 
at school and friendships at college than the other groups. Overall there 
appears to be an association across all groups of students between positive 
friendships at college with overall positive experiences of college. Although 
there appears to be no distinction between males and females in relation to 
the variables included in this analysis, there does appear to be a distinction 
between direct and re-entry students.
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ANALYSIS I 
Qualitative exampies for associated variables (Protocols)
Re-entry female students who reported negative overall experiences of 
school:-
During the interviews, there were a number of occasions when students 
talked about a sense of not belonging in their school days. Alice was a first 
year re-entry student and commented:
A. "... never felt I fitted in ttiere...."
when asked to extend on the feelings of 'not fitting in' Alice went on to say 
that she would have preferred to be in a different environment:
A. it always felt like I wanted to be somewhere else..."
When asked to talk about experiences at school, there were times, 
particularly with re-entry female students, when there was difficulty in 
retrieving past memories. Reconstructive memory may have been 
problematic in this respect, although it progressively became clear that this 
student had negative overall memories of school. Some interviewees took 
up the offer to reflect quietly if memories were not immediately available for 
recall and this often led to specifics being clarified. Some interviewees 
identified themselves as 'rebellious' and appeared to accept punishment as 
this was perceived to be an inevitable response to 'bad' behaviour. Alice did 
not actively 'rebel' against authority and was often confused about the 
punishments which were imposed upon her:
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F. "so what was the general feeling for you about that....you know the 
punishment detention Saturdays...
A. Saturday morning school....it had become a pattern that....I can't actually 
remember....you know I'm sitting down trying to remember how I worked at school...and it 
was always one of those things of like...I was always in trouble somewhere...it was never a 
case of like I will be going to school today with an easy mind..."
Alice provided an example of a learning experience to illustrate the extent to
which she felt that school had been an overall negative learning experience:
------------
A. "I tried to remember...our first task for homework was to do a good leaming 
experience....and a bad leaming experience...and I could think of hundreds of bad 
experiences and I could not find one good leaming experience...I couldn't think of one thing 
that had happened to me in all my school life that was a good leaming experience...."
On further probing for any positive experiences of school, Alice stayed with 
the negative memories and it appeared that learning after school became a 
good experience. Alice had on a number of occasions prior to this, stated 
that her school teachers had been authoritarian in their approach to teaching 
and sometimes used public humiliation tactics when she had not produced 
work of the required standard. This suggests that her dislike of school may 
have been less to do with Alice's leaming abilities but perhaps more to with 
teaching practice and the learning context:
A. "in the end I had to write something about a first aid course I'd done which wasn't at
school......
F. interesting so...there was a good leaming experience...what made that a good one?
A. it wasnt at school..."
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Beattie was also in her a first year and when asked to tell her education story 
beginning with feelings about school, her first response summed up the 
experience:
B. "it was one of the worst times in my life "
Diana was in her second year and although she found it difficult to recall the 
specifics of why her experience of school had been negative, she did 
remember an overall sense of not wanting to be there:
D. "but...the way I felt at school (reflecting)..I didn't really like it..l wanted to leave... 
F. did you...why was that?
D . I dont know really....... (reflecting)....having said that I could always re....always
remember wanting to leave"
Re-entry female students who reported negative academic 
experiences at college
When talking about negative academic experiences at college, a recurring 
theme, particularly for re-entry female students relates to anxieties and low 
confidence in maths and statistics. Alice described this as an ongoing worry 
and suggests that she will always be stuck with this problem. No optimism 
that this will improve and this suggests that she is holding on to some 
'baggage':
A. 'difficult...I'll never get the hang of the statistics which was always a worry"
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Audrey was in her first year at college and seemed confused about the 
incongruence between grades and the effort she put into her work. It seemed 
that although she was credited for demonstrating an understanding of the 
subject, the poor marks possibly reflected a need to develop the critical 
evaluation component of her work. This did not appear to be understood by 
Audrey and was posing a challenge to her academic self-concept:
A. "it's interesting...I've done my first essay and I've handed in a second essay which has 
yet to come back and i've come across this before...but although I usually get a pass 
mark...and although people give me credit for understanding the subject...I consistently get 
pretty poor marks...."
This is another example of the problem that a number of re-entry female 
students were experiencing with the discipline of psychology and its research 
methods base. Betty was in her first year and it appeared that an alternative 
solution to her problem with this component of the course was to drop 
Psychology and avoid the challenge of statistics altogether:
B. "well I must be honest I'm thinking of going into single honours and doing women's 
studies and dropping psychology....
F. why's that?
B. because of the problems I'm having with methodology..."
Betty goes on to suggest that she was unaware of the amount of research 
methods required in Psychology. This may be an issue which could be 
usefully addressed at the point of recruitment and prior to decision making
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about undertaking a degree in psychology:
B. "..having said that....I'm loathe to make the decision at this stage because if I hadnt 
thought about a combination degree I'd have come here for single honours 
psychology...but I must admit i never...although we were prepared for the maths...l 
never really appreciated...l suppose...I dont know whether everyone did...that the 
whole of the psychology was going to be based on half of the degree being 
methodology..."
On a number of occasions it also appeared that some access routes were 
perceived as providing less effective skills in preparation for the degree. 
Some Access students suggested that A'levels provided a more substantial 
foundation for the Psychology degree than Access courses. Again this was a 
challenge to Betty's academic self-concept:
F. "psychology is all about the research..
B. exactly...l must be fair...a iot of the students that are in my year now...have either got 
A'level maths or they've done a certain amount of methodoiogy already...so when it 
comes to the figures and the..one taiied and two tailed hypotheses..but the maths...I 
mean they're just flying around on their calcuiators...and that makes me feei totaliy 
inadequate...."
Belinda was in her first year at college and was facing the submission of her 
first piece of coursework in psychology. This was a 'practice' essay where 
the students are given the opportunity to submit an essay and receive 
'feedback' and direction for developing essay-writing skills. The grade is 
purely to give an indication of the area the student is pitched at the outset. 
There is also a comprehensive study skills guide and writing skills
315
incorporated in the course. Therefore, this comment may be a reflection of 
other phenomena around academic confidence:
B. "expect...I have that practice psychology essay to hand in...I really did not know what 
to do....l just sat down and went how am I supposed to write this essay...l didnt know how 
to approach it...."
This also appears to reflect a 'construction' of psychology as fundamentally 
different to other disciplines. A pre-conceived idea of the academic 
requirement may constitute a 'block' to progress perhaps. Belinda expressed 
a tacit knowledge about her own previous experiences of leaming English 
which had provided her with an understanding of the discipline and academic 
requirements whilst being concerned about her lack of understanding about 
psychology and the academic requirement in relation to essay writing:
B. "well...I'm just sort of experimenting for the first essay and It's the same for the 
English essay...I have an English essay to hand in as well...and I didn't really know what 
to expect and I suppose I have a better indication with English than I have with 
psychology because it's a completely new subject to me..I haven’t studied it before at 
all...so I don't really know what kind of an essay they're looking for..."
A fear of the dark appears to be a clear description of some of the feelings 
around the early days at university. In this example the issue is around 
academic performance. Darkness appears to underpin the unknown quantity 
around the academic requirement for university level work. It may be difficult
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to alleviate this due to the evolutionary nature of academic development in 
HE. It is not possible to manufacture experience and Belinda compares 
previous learning experiences where she could 'pitch' her performance with 
current experiences where she has no sense of how she has performed:
F. "how does that feel...putting in a piece of work and not sure what to expect...
B. yeah...it is really strange because all along when I was at school...I knew when I 
handed in a piece of work and when I did an exam...l could approximate what sort of 
results I was going to get...I always had a fair indication..but now..IVe just handed in 
something for...I dont even have an opinion myself...I cant even say myself...well I think 
it was OK...or...well I think it was really bad because it's just completely like darkness...."
This is another example of a first year student who is experiencing research 
methods as a challenge. The language used by Barbara suggests that there 
are deeper feelings involved with this. 'Uncomfortable', 'lost' and 'self-doubt' 
all suggest an emotional response to this component of the course. Again, 
perhaps an age cohort needs to be considered in relation to past experiences 
of school in order to understand the deeper meaning behind the experience 
of statistics and maths:
F. "so these kind of external things...can have an impact on your feelings....
B. yeah and I didnt know...sometimes I feel very uncomfortable in 
psychology..especially the research methods because it's hard maths....and it's you 
know...if I dont concentrate hard enough then I'll get lost....so...
F. so that's an area of a bit of doubt....
B. yeah...and...."
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Another emergent theme which occurred during these interviews involved an 
incongruence between actual grades and perception of ability. In this case 
Diana had submitted work which was of a high standard but was reluctant to 
accept this as a measure of her academic ability. Her attribution for potential 
failure or reduced grades the next time she submits coursework, was that on 
this occasion she had help from her friend. Therefore, it appeared that she 
needed to keep her learning identity in line with previous under-achieving 
learning experiences. This could perhaps be seen as holding on to 
‘baggage’ rather than moving forward with the knowledge that she is able to 
attain and ‘deserve’ high grades for her work. Alternatively this could simply 
be an anxiety that she had more help from her friend than she might have felt 
appropriate. However, Diana’s tone suggested that she was struggling with 
a phenomenon which she was not able to articulate in words:
D. “...lthink....oh well...IVe done really well this time...but then I think....1 probably 
won't do as well next time...'cos...you know... I actually understood that and probably the 
fact that...you know....my friend helped me on that...you know...I didn’t really do
it you know but I just don’t really....maybe there’s something....I don’t know howto
describe it ”
Just prior to this Diana had stated that she could not get the evaluation into 
the essays. This appeared to be causing anxiety for her and she seemed to 
find it hard to criticise research. I wondered at the time whether she felt that 
it was impolite to criticise others' work, perhaps misunderstanding that the 
principle of critical evaluation is different to being 'rude' about others' work. 
Not a personal attack on the work under investigation. An age cohort effect
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or perhaps this taps into Diana’s own experiences of her work being criticised 
harshly at school:
D . "I seem to have....! can do the descriptive bit...I know...I have leamed...lVe done 
enough revision to know what it's all about...but I find actuaily picking fault with what 
somebody else has done is very difficult...."
Diana went on to describe a particular challenge which became sufficiently
uncomfortable for her that she felt like withdrawing from the course.
Sometimes when the going gets too tough, perhaps the only option is to
withdraw. However, it appears that on this occasion the support of family, in
this case Diana's daughter, may reduce the likelihood of dropping out of
college when faced with problems: 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
D . ".......................I dont know really...(slight laugh).... um....well I was on the verge of
giving up the other week...put it this way....we was doing a report and I couldnt get to 
grips with it....um...l think it was because a lot of it was left open...there wasnt any one 
way of answering it and I tend to like to be told this and this and go home and do 
it...um...l spent eight hours one day fiddiing about with about 300 words and I needed
500 and couldnt find any more um....i 'phoned my daughter up and toid her I was
going to pack it in i got shouted at for it so that's why I didnt do it that
time....(laughing)...."
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Re-entry males who reported positive academic experiences at coilege
At the time of this interview, there appeared to be some incongruence 
between immediate responses and contradictions at other points in the 
interview For example the following protocol suggests that there was a 
preference for independent learning, but this may have more appropriately 
been assigned to independence per se. Andrew was in his first year and 
referred to being treated inappropriately at school and this seemed to be 
connected with a preference for independent leaming. This may however, 
reflect a desire to be separate from tutors rather than a preferred 
independent style of learning:
F. "so you like this independent style of learning...so it suits you....
A. yeah because school was...just seemed to treat you more like idiots and I used to 
feel...
F. OK....so now you're here you feel you're not treated like an idiot...
A. definitely not..no..."
Competition here is perceived as a positive phenomenon. Bruce who was in 
his first year at college, found that competition with peers enhanced his 
motivation for study:
F. "competition with your peers....with your friends and...
B. yeah....
F. why's that for the better....?
B. uh...l think it spurs me on a lot...."
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Bruce went on to describe another aspect of his motivation which seemed to 
come from an internal process. During the course of the interview, he had 
expressed a desire to go into Clinical psychology and was aware of the 
competition for places. Bruce was therefore doing the degree largely for 
career goals and was highly motivated to get a high-grade degree:
—   1
B. “I think IVe got to get into the right mode now...and...you know a lot of people have 
said...oh you know it's the first year...as long as I pass...you know that's been the general
consensus and IVe thought for me that's not good enough...
F. right...so the motivation is not being challenged by that...
B. no not at all...
F. you still feel motivated to get the grade that you want this year...
B. yes " _____________ ________ ______________
Danny was in his third year at college and there appears to be a competitive 
element to this statement and a sense of getting a measure of his work from 
others performance:
F. "do you compare grades?...l mean are you aware of the kind of grades that they get?
D. Yeah..yeah...yeah (F. yeah?) I've looked on the board just to see who was who and 
what they've got and so on...
F. But do you think that's fair?
D. I have'nt actually seen their work so I (F. mm) I cant say for definite (F. mm) "
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Direct entry Female students who talked about and stress at college
Although there are occasions where the actual word 'stress' was not used, all 
responses categorized under this coding were direct responses to the overt 
question from the interviewer about whether they could identify any aspects 
of college life which may cause stress. The interviewer also acknowledged to 
interviewees, that she was aware that college life does not progress in a 
vacuum apart from wider life issues.
When asked about stress at college, direct entry students often referred to 
difficulties living in Halls. Eartha was in her first year and described some 
friction which she experienced between males and females living in Halls:
E. "On campus...between blocks there are stressful situations...it's nothing personal 
but there's um on ours there's two blocks of girls and one blocks of boys....and um we've 
all got on but there's a lot of um friction between just the fact that there's two blocks of 
girls and only one of boys..."
The transition to college often seemed to involve the breakdown of previous 
personal relationships. Eartha had been in a relationship with her boyfriend 
for a few years and prior to this statement had described some stress around 
the breakdown of this relationship. Although she said that they are now 
friends, the separation had caused her some anxiety:
E. "I was in a relationship with somebody and I've actually broken up from that because 
don't need them as much...um...it's nothing personal...we're still friends and things...."
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There was a particularly strong emphasis on homesickness in relation to 
stress at college. Unlike Academic Stress (Abouserie, 1994) this 
phenomenon was rooted in strong feelings of emotion due to the separation 
from family and friends, particularly in the first few weeks on arrival at college 
when living in Halls. It seemed that one of the coping strategies for 
homesickness was to stay in Halls for the first few weeks and avoid going 
home until a social group had been established. Eartha expressed an anxiety 
about going home in the early days at college and not wanting to come back 
to college. In addition, she discussed some of her coping strategies in 
dealing with her experience of homesickness when she first arrived at 
college. Eartha had felt that she needed time to settle into college and 
establish her own social life before going home for the first time:
E. " I went home and I needed to go in that weekend...it was probably about week 9 or 10 
or something like that...yeah so it was 8 or nine weeks and it was long enough for me to 
get settled in because I know if I went home earlier I wouldn't have wanted to come 
back...so I got established socially and the course..."
Eartha talked about the unhappiness she felt as a result of homesickness in 
the first few weeks at college:
E. "When I was speaking to the family um every few days at the beginning of the first 
coupie of weeks and found it hard not to cry when I heard them and it was silly things like 
that..."
Another stressor for direct entry females involved anxious parents. Fiona
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was in her first year and felt that she needed to go home to re-assure her 
parents that she was coping alright at college;
F. "they're always going...oooh you're doing too much and....I dont feel that I am...but 
the stress that they put me under makes me feel that I've got to go home now...l've got to 
go home and tell them that I'm alright..."
Felicity was also in her first year and used a different strategy to cope with 
her experience of homesickness. She decided to spend half her time at 
college and half at home:
F. "I spend half a week here and half a week at home usually....'cos I get a bit 
homesick...(laughs)...."
Freya was in her first year and was reluctant to describe her early days at 
college as 'homesick' she felt that her feelings of discomfort were more in 
relation to social isolation because she did not have any friends at the outset:
F. "I did feel homesick during the first week...I mean...not homesick...sort of...i don't know anyone 
that well so I just cuddled my teddy bear..."
Harriet was in her second year at college and described some inner 
confusion that she experienced in the early days at college. She was clearly 
feeling upset and although her mother emphasised to her that she did not 
have to return to college, Harriet described her inner struggle. The desire to 
continue living in Halls and meet the challenges posed to her were in conflict
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with the 'softer" option to live at home. When she says that she wanted a life, 
this seems to relate to a need at this age to develop her own life which would 
be independent from her parents:
F. "did you think about finishing...
H. loads of times...yeah...rd go home and was crying...wouldnt go back...Mum was 
going well you don't have to go back...and it was really awful...she'd go...you dont have 
to live there you could live at home...and that would take one side of it...but one part of 
me wanted to do it...I dont wanna like shy away...you know I want to meet the people I 
want to do that...l wanted a life basically..."
Another area of stress at college involved conflict with friends. The close 
proximity of others, particularly in Halls, did appear to be a fairly common 
source of stress for direct entry students. On this occasion, Hilary who was 
also in her second year, responded to the question about stress in relation to 
a particular student who lived on her floor in Halls who had been spreading 
rumours about her. It seemed that the close proximity and intensity of 
relationships in Halls could either be perceived as positive or negative. On 
this occasion, Hilary had reached a peak of frustration with another student in 
Halls:
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H. "she's actually said things to um...another girl that sort of other people have come 
back to me...and I got so upset with her last week..I just couldn't talk to her...'cos I knew 
that I'd explode...l'd just go mad at her....
F. so this is someone you're living with...?
H. yeah...she only lives about a few doors away which is even worse....so far it hasn't 
affected my work...but I know that if it carries on...and the workload gets heavier...like if 
it carried on next year...um...something's going to have to be done about it because I 
know then that I'll be getting quite stressed...."
Direct entry Males and Negative Academic Experiences at School
When talking about negative academic experiences at school, direct entry 
male students often referred to low motivation in their approach to studying. 
Eric who was in his first year at college, described his own approach to 
studying which largely involved trying to get away with doing as little work as
possible:
E. "yeah about thirty..five something like that...so as long as you...you know looked up 
as if you were paying attention and handed in a bit of work you could just get by without 
doing anything really..."
Eric went on to explain that his main interest was football, so he prioritised 
this over his academic work for the first two years at secondary school:
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E. “all we really wanted to do was play football and so we just went through the first and 
second year without really doing anything...”
Eddie was also in his first year and talked about low motivation at school. He 
gave an example of his approach to academic work and again it seemed that 
the emphasis was to have fun and get away with as little work as possible. 
There did appear to be a sense that keeping in with the lads was more 
important than the work itself:
E. "for....perhaps...it's like one lesson....it was quite usual in our humanities lesson...it 
was all coursework based....so it was very much like a degree sort of course....where 
you'd be given books and read them...you'd watch your video or whatever then you'd 
write..a piece of coursework on it..so basically in the lessons we used to laugh and we 
wouldn't really work anything out on paper..we'd just read about it outside of lessons and 
write what we knew basically...and I got caught doing it really "
Direct entry Male students who reported negative experiences with 
peers at college
Eddie had earlier in the interview stated that he had been bullied at school. 
On this occasion he had enjoyed the fact that he had asserted himself and 
humiliated this person who behaved towards him in a way which reminded 
him of past bullying experiences. It seemed that on a number of occasions 
change in coping strategies when faced with difficulties were an important 
feature of early college experiences for Direct entry students: -
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E. "it's like I was in the canteen and I did..l ripped her to pieces in front of her 
friends...in a sense I'm quite proud of myself for doing it because it's what everybody 
else wanted to do but nobody else had basically got the balls to do it..."
Harry had wanted to live in Halls in his first year, but his mother had financial 
difficulties and needed him to live with her to help with rent. At the time of 
interview he was completing his second year and his experience of college 
life overall had been adversely affected by the lack of social contact. He 
described a sense of isolation and loneliness at college. At the end of the 
interview he did state that he was going to move to alternative 
accommodation in order to improve his social life:-
H. "yeah...um...why was that........... um it was a sense of not belonging to an
extent...and not wanting to have to play the game of getting to know people....
F. sure....
H. people had already got into their cliques....
F. right...so sort of leave them to it....
H. yeah....
F. so fairly functional then...
H. yeah...
F. come in and do the work and...
H. yeah...absolutely "
Harry encapsulated the sense of studying in isolation surrounded by others 
who have formed social and working groups:
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H. " I dont think anybody knows me on the course...
F. right OK...mmhm...
H. there's four people that perhaps do....and...."
Harry went on to describe the way in which he approached college on a 
functional level due to the lack of social contact:
H. "and so it's been completely detached...l suppose that's the best word for it...I come 
in...listen...read a bit and go...and when an assignment comes up...go to the library for a 
day...do all the appropriate reading...note it all...go home and write it...come back...hand 
it n...um...so yeah...it's been very much...
F. and does that suit you...doing it like that....
F. no..not at all...."
Harry makes a clear statement here that college life would be improved if he 
had friends. He does take responsibility for the lack of social contact by 
stating that it was a mistake he made, although earlier in the interview he 
attributed this to his mother's need for financial support from him:
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F. "no...what in an Ideal world would you like...a hypothetical question...what would 
improve it for you...?
H. to have friends here I missed out...and felt it all through the first year....that was
something...that was a mistake that I'd made...that will probably carry on quite some 
time even after...being here..um...simply because if you dont get into University 
life...you dont really feel...l dont feel like a student...and l...the other day in fact we 
have a friend who's a teacher...used to live with us a long time ago...and he came in 
and said I've been working on the car and then started talking to me about 
education...and the troubles he's having at his school...and I was just going off....and he 
said where are you off to....and he looked surprised...and said...I still can't see you as a 
student...
F. oh really...knowing you kind of thing....that's interesting...
In terms of personality, it appeared that Harry was perhaps non-conformist 
and did not want to follow the crowd and compromise his own way of life in 
order to 'fit in' to a social group. This may reflect a social conformity 
dimension to the positive or negative experience of college - particularly if the 
social dimension has an impact on wider college experiences:
H. " I mean that whole student caper of drinking lots...has never appealed to 
me...um...and so...
F. is that one of the ways in do you think to the social network...
H. yeah...it must be..."
For this analysis there was an indication that direct entry students were more 
closely related to issues around friendships and school experiences than re­
entry students who appeared to be more closely related to discussion around
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college experiences. However, it seemed that re-entry female students were 
more closely related to discussion around school experiences than re-entry 
males.
ANALYSIS 2
Current Experience at College, Stress & Reason to Participate in HE
A further correspondence analysis was undertaken to examine positive and 
negative experiences of college in relation to academic issues, friendship and 
stress and reasons for participating in HE. Co-ordinates 1 (p<0.0005 with 12 
d.f) and 2 (p<0.0005 with 10 d.f.) were significant while co-ordinate 3 
(p<0.379 with 8.d.f) was not significant. The analysis accounted for 94.91 % 
of inertia in two principal components. The relationship between the 
variables is shown graphically in Figure 18 (see Appendix IXb for 
corresponding co-ordinates). The location of different groups of students 
according to gender and age are indicated by green triangles and the 
predictor variables are shown as red star markers.
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Figure 18: Correspondence Analysis plot showing associations between positive and 
negative overall experiences of college stress at college and reasons for participating in HE.
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Table 34: Summary of findings from Correspondence Analysis of overall positive and 
negative experiences at college, current stress and reasons for participating in HE in relation 
to age and gender
COLLEGE, STRESS & REASON FOR ENTRY
Gender & Entry Phase Associated Variables
1. Direct entry males negative friendships at college
2. Re-entry females participating in HE for the enjoyment of learning
3. Re-entry females negative academic experiences at college
4. Re-entry males positive academic experiences at college
5. Direct entry females stress at college
6. Direct entry females an association between overall positive 
experiences at college
7. Direct entry females good friendships at college
8. Overall a re-entry and direct entry students and no clear 
distinction between males and females
A number of findings for this analysis confirm associations between the 
variables which were found in the previous analysis. Direct entry male 
students were associated with negative relationships with peers at college, 
re-entry female students were associated with negative academic 
experiences at college, re-entry male students were associated with positive 
academic experiences at college and direct entry female students were the 
most closely related to stress at college. However, three more associations 
were found in this analysis and from Figure 18, it can be seen that re-entry 
females were more likely to state that their reason for participating in HE was 
for the enjoyment of learning than the other groups of students. Re-entry 
males were more closely associated with positive academic experiences at 
college. In addition, direct entry females appeared to be more closely 
associated with overall positive experiences and good friendships at college.
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The first dimension indicated that there was an age differentiation for the 
variables included in this analysis. Re-entry students were more closely 
related to issues around reasons for participating in HE and positive 
academic experiences at college, while direct entry students appeared to be 
more closely related to current issues around college experiences and 
slightly more closely related to stress. The second dimension indicated a 
distinction between issues around positive and negative experiences at 
college. Overall positive experiences of college being closer to good 
friendships and reasons for participating in HE for career goals and parental 
influence in decisions to participate in HE. Overall negative experiences at 
college appeared to be related to negative interpersonal experiences. The 
reason to participate in HE being for the enjoyment of learning, was related 
too negative academic experiences at college.
Overall there did appear to be a slight distinction between re-entry and direct 
entry students in relation to the variables included in this analysis, although 
there was no clear distinction between male and females.
ANALYSIS 2 
Qualitative exampies for associated variabies (Protocois)
Re-entry female students who reported participating in HE was for the 
enjoyment of learning
When asked why Alice had decided to come into HE she focused on the 
enjoyment of learning:
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A. "and I think that's how I ended up coming to University...! like leaming new 
things....um and..."
Audrey was in her first year and also enjoyed the experience of being a 
student in relation to the process of leaming itself. She appears to have 
adopted an independent learning strategy:
A. "which...giving myself the time and the opportunity just to access the library is 
something that I was realiy keen on...I was working and everything in the library instead 
of being in iectures (iaughs) "
Direct entry Female Students who reported positive coliege experiences 
overall
Eartha was interviewed early in her first year at college and simply describes 
an overall sense of wellbeing experienced at college:
E. "I'm so happy here....yeah....'
Franky was also in her first year and made a comparison with current 
experiences at college and other learning environments she had encountered 
previously. It appeared that she was currently enjoying a relatively relaxed 
atmosphere at college::
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F. “....coming here and the way lectures are set out it's all very....even though they're 
like lecture theatres...it's all quite relaxed sort of atmosphere compared with other places 
that i've studied....
F. does that feel like a positive thing...more relaxed....?
F. yeah....definitely....”
Franky expressed an appreciation of the newfound experience of being 
trusted to attend lectures rather than being individually monitored and fearful 
of being found out if absent - now doing it for se/f rather for others. It was 
interesting to note that she has not missed any lectures, rather suggesting 
that she does not need to be monitored:
F. " yeah...I mean...l have'nt actually missed any lectures...um....but you know I like the 
fact that if i wanted to they wouldn't be...oh my god...are the teachers going to find out 
and you know..."
Prior to the following statement, Gail who was in her third year, had said that 
she was happy at college. When asked why this was the case she 
acknowledged a central issue around reasons for participating in HE and the 
overall experience. If we are made to study this is perhaps less effective 
than if we choose to study:
G. "I think it's because people are here because they want to be here...whereas at school
you are there because you have to be and you come to a lecture to learn
something...and if you're talking you cant....."
336
Helena was in her third year and this protocol appears to support Carl 
Rogers'(1964) concept of 'meta-learning'. Helena argues that if individuals 
experience positive learning outcomes, they are in a positive learning loop 
and vice versa:
H. "like going in and you hear about some Universities..sometimes you feel...well I felt 
that um..maybe I won't be able to do it...to cope...and actually being able to discipline 
myself to do what I need to do...but it's like proved to myself that I can do it ”
Direct entry Female students who reported positive friendships at 
college
When asked about overall experiences of college, Elen who was in her first 
year of study at college, talked about the importance of friendship and 
support groups. Although she had made some friends in the early days of 
her first year, Ellen had appreciated some effective teaching practice which 
facilitates friendship and support groups in the learning context:
E. "them...little groups of about four or five...and the way they do research methods in 
Psychology was....they waited a few weeks before they put you in groups so you’d 
already made some friends...you've friends there and you've got friends in the other 
group so you just know more people straight away..."
When talking about friendship and social support groups, Fiona described a 
'snowball' effect with friendships in the early days at college. If you make
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friends with one person this may lead to a social group:
F. "and you're in Halls......
F. yeah....well it's quite difficult for me but....I seem to make one...or friends with a girl
that was next door to me for the first you know week or whatever and that lead to sort of 
like you know others friends..."
Fiona described an alleviation of loneliness and the importance of social 
support:
F. "I've made a couple of friends in sort of the Introduction...Psychology bit as well....I 
know that I can ask if I've got a problem or whatever...which is quite nice because i know 
that i've aiways got someone to sit with me...so I'm quite happy doing that..."
A coping strategy and conscious attempt to overcome shyness in order to 
make friends was emphasised by Fiona and the importance of friendship is 
illuminated in this statement:
F. Scary...(iaughs)...because a lot of people., now come up to me and say oh 
you seem so confident...so we came to talk to you...but I came with the attitude that 
I've got to talk to everyone..because when I'm not with people I know I get really shy...
Fiona continued to suggest that peers at college have been identified as 
more important than family support in some ways. This may be part of a 
gradual shift away from parental centrality:
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F. um...l've had a lot of peer support...
F. Right....and that's the key....
F. Yeah....it has been the key.....
F. to your change......
F. Yeah....more than my family in some ways...
In addition, Fiona seemed to appreciate the diversity of the student 
population:
F. “I like talking to people in the group....they've all got totally different lives...most of 
them iive out so they've all got completely different things going on for them...it's really 
nice...quite interesting...finding out what they're up to....”
ANALYSIS 3
Academic Self-Concept & Self-Esteem at School and In the Break 
Between School & College
A further correspondence analysis was undertaken to examine positive and 
negative academic self-concept at school, in the break between school and 
college and college & general self-doubt and positive self-esteem. Co­
ordinates 1 (p<0.0005 with 10 d.f.) and co-ordinate 2 (p<0.0005 with 8  d.f.) 
were significant, however co-ordinate was not significant (p<.123 with 6  d.f.). 
This analysis accounted for 91.64% of inertia in two principal components. 
The relationship between the variables is shown graphically in Figure 19 (see 
Appendix IXc for corresponding co-ordinates).
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Figure 19: Correspondence analysis plot showing associations between positive and 
negative academic self-concept at school, in the break, at college and global self-esteem in 
relation to age and gender
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Table 35: Summary of findings from Correspondence Analysis of positive & negative 
academic self-concept at school, in the break & college in relation to age & gender
Gender & Entry Phase Associated Variables
Re-entry females negative ASC in the break
positive ASC at school
Direct entry females negative ASC at school
general self-doubt in themselves
Re-entry males very closely associated with positive ASC at 
college
Direct entry males positive global self-esteem
Overall appears to be a distinction between males & 
females
no distinction between Direct entry & re-entry 
students
From Figure 19, it can be seen that co-ordinate 1 represents positive and 
negative self-esteem and academic self-concept and co-ordinate 2  
represents gender. Re-entry females were associated with a more negative 
academic self-concept in the break than at school. Direct entry female 
students were associated with negative academic self-concept at school and 
overall self-doubt about themselves generally. Re-entry males were 
associated with positive academic self-concept at college and direct entry 
males with positive global self-esteem. Overall there appeared to be a 
distinction between male and female student's academic self-concept and 
global self-esteem however, there was no distinction between re-entry or 
direct entry students in this analysis.
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ANALYSIS 3 
Qualitative examples for associated variables (Protocols)
Re-entry females who reported negative academic self-concept in the 
break between school and college;
In this statement Audrey suggests that little value is placed on certain types 
of knowledge and work, possibly because of the 'learning through life' aspect 
of the type of work described. Low perceived status and where the learning 
has been derived seems to feed into a low sense of academic self-concept.
F. so you trained as a cook and did you get work?
A. yeah...yeah...l passed those exams but (deep sigh)...but it was basic...they were
hardly worth taking...um...and I'd learnt about cooking through life and what have 
you...reading books...my mother...things like that...
F. so how long did you do that....?
A. about four years....
Diana talked extensively about low confidence in her academic ability. There 
were occasions when it appeared that she felt inferior to others as a result of 
this. She also seemed to hold HE on pedestal without having a depth of 
understanding about it's nature, almost as though she had to have the degree 
before she could do one. This links with the 'baggage' element of negative 
academic self-concept - a well-established learner identity. ‘Other people are 
clever' suggests a feeling of not belonging or being found out as a fraud in 
relation to academic ability etc.
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D. “...I never did go back and do the O'Level...! only did the six weeks....
F. why was that?
D. I dont really remember...I did feel sort of that um...possibly I wasnt...l
didnt have enough education to do an Ot_evel...because to me...(coughs) when I was at
school...O'Levels were something that clever people did..."
Diana had been talking about her experiences of academic work in the break 
between school and college. She had been undertaking an Access course to 
prepare for HE and had been concerned about her academic ability. It 
seemed that the most worrying aspect of her course was Maths, which she 
had also found difficult when she was at school. The negative learner 
identity around this subject (baggage) may have involved a barrier to 
leaming. Rather than approaching Maths with an optimism about passing, 
she focused on the negative outcome:
D. “...it was the Maths I was worried about...if I didn't pass the Maths..I would
do the Maths and something else the next year...um...l
In an attempt to explain her negative academic self-concept, Diana 
suggested that the style of teaching in the past did not teach children how to 
learn. The external attribution was therefore placed squarely in problems 
with teaching when she was at school. Diana had previously talked about her 
own children and their experiences of school. She had made a comparison 
with her own schooling and had concluded that her lack of confidence had
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corne from inappropriate teaching methods in her earlier education:
D. “because schooling is different now to when I was at school...I didn't really know 
how to go about finding things or....adding to the knowledge they had given me...I didn't
realise you had to do that anyway...um I didn't really have the
confidence either...I felt that wasn't inadequate so much as that I didn't have
enough knowledge behind what I was doing....”
Diana's negative academic self-concept generated a sense of panic at times. 
This is an overt expression of negative affect from the baggage, which may 
have been generated from school many years before her current studies in 
HE:
D. “it....um...l went back as I said and I didn't finish that course...I think I get to such a 
point where I start to panic and I cant do it....”
Re-entry females and positive academic self-concept at school
There was an association with re-entry females and positive academic 
concept at school. Alice made an association with the ability to read at an 
early age and her positive academic self-concept when she was at school. 
During the interview however, Alice often made reference to how clever she 
was. She had just been for a driving test theory examination and had talked 
about how fast she did the exam and that she could not believe why people 
took so long to do it. A few weeks after this interview, however, she told me 
that she had failed the test. Alice's approach to studying appeared to be
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confident on the surface, however there was an underlying anxiety and 
substantial fear of statistics:
A. “In...l could read before I went to school...I could read when I was four...this Is 
probably why I thought I was so bloody clever ”
Prior to this statment, Audrey had been suggesting that she was fairly self­
motivated at school. She had described a general sense of wellbeing and 
independence in her approach to learning at school. Although there is a 
slight sense of irony to this, in the context of the school component of the 
interview, Audrey appeared to be fairly confident about her own academic 
ability:
F. so It sounds like by this time you were doing your own thing....
A. if I was doing my own thing I was doing quite well..."
Direct entry females and negative academic self-concept at school
Whilst re-entry female students were associated with positive academic self- 
concept at school, direct entry females were associated with negative 
academic self-concept at school. There were occasions however, when it felt 
that responses from this group of students may have reflected a 'modesty' 
about being competent or confident about their work. It is possible that this 
was more a Reflection of learned 'stereotypes' about girls being perceived as 
'too strong' if they say they are clever. Fiona states here that she enjoyed 
working and had clearly been successful in her academic work, however she
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tempered this with reference to having no confidence:
F. “Um....probably...I suppose it's receiving my GCSE results....because although I really 
enjoyed working I didnt have any confidence....”
There were occasions when explanations for low academic achievement 
appeared to be connected with attribution processes and explanations for 
negative academic self-concept were often directed at teachers.
Prior to this statement Fiona said that she was no good at maths and it 
appeared that the teacher involved may not have helped or perhaps 
exacerbated the problem:
F. “I had a maths teacher that wasn't very good to me at all....and he just sort of turned 
round and went...you're not going to pass anyway....l don't even know why you're even 
bothering doing it....(laughs)...”
When asked about her academic self-concept Gaynor had stated that she did 
not have much confidence in her academic ability. On following up on her 
response, she went on to explain this in relation to her teachers:
G. “...I just had terrible teachers..”
Gail had previously stated that she did not have much confidence in her 
academic ability and gave an example of the extent to which this distorted her 
perception of her academic performance in a Geography exam when she was 
at school:
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G. “...even at secondary school...! did a geography exam and I think I got 100% and I 
come out thinking I'd failed it...”
Direct entry females and self-doubt
Direct entry female students were also associated with general feelings of 
self-doubt in themselves. This is not specifically around academic self- 
concept as it embraces wider personal issues. Although Fiona talked about 
school and an academic context, she was referring to a general confidence 
which she describes a 'shy'. Again, it appeared that she was achieving 
effectively in her academic work, however she experienced comments from 
teachers who drew her attention to her lack of confidence in herself. There 
appeared to be an incongruence between her self-perceived ability and her 
actual academic performance:
F. “I've always been a really shy person...it's always like a record of a report at 
sohool...it's like..she's a very good pupil...if only she could have confidence in
herself...every single report....1 think she doesn't have confidence...
F. so you were achieving well..
F. yeah..yeah...”
Harriet also described an experience of general self-doubt in herself and this 
appeared to be in the area of interpersonal conflicts. She explained that she 
felt uncomfortable in groups and felt that this feeling had stemmed from 
earlier school experiences where she often felt isolated from her peers. 
Although this was not specifically related to academic issues, there were
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occasions when Harriet felt that her lack of confidence socially did have a 
negative impact on her college experience:
H. “...confident....l'm still a bit iffy about groups if I think...oh groups you know...you 
cant get in...I'm really wary of cliques...I don't know whether that's because of the school 
thing...but still now like they're saying...if a group of people were talking I wouldnt still
go...” J
Re-entry males and positive academic self-concept at college
Unlike direct entry females who may have learned to present themselves as 
low in confidence both academically and personally for gender stereotype 
social desirability, the inverse may have been the case for males. Andrew 
was a re-entry male student who had no difficulty in stating that he had a lot 
of academic confidence in himself. When talking about the competitive 
aspect of college life, he had felt that this posed no problems for him due to 
his belief in his ability to achieve academically. Although he was not sure 
where his confidence came from, Andrew was clear that he did not need to 
measure his own progress through others' academic achievements:
A. “coming into studying at all levels there's a competitive side to it...
A. yeah....
F. how's that? do you experience much competition?
A. Um welL.it's like...l don't know why....but I've just got a lot of confidence
in my ability to do these sorts of things...I dont know why it is....so I don't really think
about it sort how...what marks..other people get and...things....'cos...”
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In response to the question of competition with others at college, Danny was 
clear that he had invested more effort into his work than other students:
F. “I was going to ask you...! was going to say...how do you feel about your work in 
comparison with other students?
D. i feel as if I've worked harder...
F. Harder?
D. Definitely..”
Direct entry males and positive global self-esteem
In contrast to direct entry females who were associated with general self­
doubt in themselves, direct entry male students were associated with positive 
self-esteem. Eddie who was a direct entry student in his first year had 
already found that his experience of living in London had been positive for his 
self-esteem. He described a feeling of having 'made it'. This may have been 
a complex shift in self-esteem, partly due to leaving home and finding some 
independence. Also to some extent the knowledge and sense of relief that he 
was coping well with living in a large city having had some anxieties about 
this prior to leaving home:
E. “I had all the pre-conceived ideas about London was going to be....
F. had you....?
E. yeah...through the TV and media and that...
F. did it fit into your expectations...?
E. surprisingly it did....it gives me a feeling I've made it...”
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Harry was in his second year at college at the time of interview He also 
talked about a sense of freedom, which appeared to enhance his self-esteem. 
The social aspect of college was clearly an important element of his self­
esteem. Prior to coming into HE, Harry had experienced much praise about 
his competence in sport and he expressed a concern that he might have to 
almost manufacture a new identity in order to be socially acceptable without 
the sport at college. He had been respected by teachers at school and felt 
that this was partly due to his talent at rugby which was popular with both 
pupils and teachers;
F. “in all areas....
H. yeah...specifically socialising....um...l was much more free to be me...didnt have to 
pretend...which I’ve not really done...ever before but was feeling that perhaps I might 
have to....so yeah...this progression up the sports ladder certainly helped because the 
teachers....all loved rugby and because I was very good at it..and became captain...I got 
their respect...”
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ANALYSIS 4
Overall School Experience, Work in the Break Between School &
College and Reasons for Participating in HE
A further correspondence analysis was undertaken to examine positive and 
negative experiences of school and the break between school and college & 
reasons for participating in HE. The rationale for this analysis relates to an 
emergent theme from previous analyses where re-entry females were 
associated with positive academic self-concept at school and negative 
academic self-concept. An examination of experiences during the break may 
reveal some explanation for this finding. Co-ordinates 1 (p<0.0005 with 9 
d.f.) and co-ordinate 2 (p<0.010 with 7 d.f.) were significant. Co-ordinate 3 
(p<0.583 with 5 d.f.) was not significant. This analysis accounted for 94.29% 
of inertia in two principal components. The relationship between the 
variables are shown graphically in Figure 20 (see Appendix IXd for 
corresponding co-ordinates).
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Figure 20: Correspondence analysis plot showing associations between positive and 
negative overall experience of school, positive and negative experiences of work undertaken 
in the break and reasons for participating in HE.
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Table 36: Summary of findings from Correspondence analysis of overall positive & negative 
experiences of school, work experiences in the break & reason to participate in HE in relation 
to age & gender
Gender & Entry Route Associated Variables
Re-entry males reason to participate being for self-development
Re-entry females reason to participate being for the enjoyment of 
learning |
Re-entry females positive work experiences In the break
Direct entry males positive & negative overall experiences of 
school
Direct entry males not associated with comment about their reason 
to participate In HE
Direct entry females not clustered with any of the variables Included 
In this analysis
Overall a distinction between Direct entry and re-entry 
students
no distinction between males & females
*Note Issues around the break skews the analysis 
since Direct entry students would only be 
Referring to a holiday job In this period - the 
majority of these students would not make 
Reference to this by definition
From Figure 20 it can be seen that there was a further indication that re-entry 
female students were closely related to participating in HE for enjoyment of 
learning. There were some further associations found and these include re­
entry male students who were associated with the reason for participating in 
HE being for self-development. Re-entry female students were also 
associated with positive experiences of work in the break between school and 
college. This does not support the explanation for associations with positive 
academic self-concept at school and negative academic self-concept at 
college - negative experience of work does not on the surface explain this in 
this analysis, however there do appear to be other phenomenon in force
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when looking more deeply into what is said about positive experiences of 
work. Even though there are statements of enjoyment of the work, the work 
itself may have been perceived as low status and therefore not stimulating 
confidence.
Direct entry male students were associated with positive overall experience of 
school. Although there did not appear to be a distinction between males and 
females, there was an indication to suggest that there was a distinction 
between direct entry and re-entry students in this analysis.
ANALYSIS 4 
Qualitative examples for Associated Variables (Protocols)
Re-entry male students who reported that their reason for participating 
in HE was for self development
When asked about his reason for participating in HE, Christopher talked 
about the scientific aspect of the status of a BSc, which appealed to him.
Prior to this statement, he had emphasised how important it was for his 
identity or self-perception that he was associated with a 'scientific' rather than 
an 'arts' degree. Therefore the decision to do the degree seemed to be 
rooted in self-developmental motivation:
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C. “..so to me the B.Sc rather the degree was Important but to me because I've been 
Interested In technical things and might ask what that's got to do with Psychology and 
Counselling but let's forget that I wanted a B.Sc ego said It's a B.Sc
0 ...... ' It's not a B.A.
F. Right so It had to be a Science
0. Had to be a B.Sc well that was my first thought on It anyway”
Christopher went on to explain his reasons for participating in HE in more 
depth. He had just stated that one of the reasons he had persisted with his 
Access course prior to coming into his degree course was that there was a 
young female teacher who he found attractive. This had inspired him to work 
hard and stay with the course which he had found very challenging. 
Christopher had also just mentioned that one of the reasons that he had 
applied to do the degree was that during his adult years he had experienced 
having a 'chip on his shoulder' because he had not achieved a degree after 
leaving school when many of his friends had gone on to attain a degree:
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F. Sounds fair enough haven't got a category for that one!! Right so moving now 
towards you're talking about I think we're in the area about your reason for coming into 
Higher Education you described this as having a chip on your shoulder you knew lots of 
people who had the degree
C. Yes I wonder whether In fact the reasons were actually more negative than positive 
the negative reasons are the chip on my shoulder It's a positive but rather dubious reason 
to say I want a B.Sc but you know It doesn't matter whatever tums you on so I suppose 
that's alright"
Re-entry female students who reported positive experiences of work in 
the break between school and college
When talking about her experiences of work in the break between school and 
college, Alice often referred to having fun and getting away with as much as 
she could in terms of time off. Although she often expressed a positive 
experience of the different jobs during this period, there was no sense of 
permanency or commitment to them. Almost as though this was a 'fill in time' 
with no sense of career development or satisfaction with the jobs. More of a 
functional means of earning money to pay her way through life:
A. “...no...It was office clerk....telephonist...I liked being a telephonist that was
good mostly I worked in offices...! worked In Tescos for three months..that was
fun...yes my friend and I from school (laughs)....we needed some money for 
Christmas...so we got this job but It was great fun while It lasted....”
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During an interview with Audrey, she discussed at some length the difficulties 
she had experienced during her education due to undiagnosed dyslexia. 
When this had been identified her experience of learning and difficulties 
became clear for her. In this extract she described some work which she had 
undertaken as a laboratory technician in a medical school. Earlier in the 
interview Audrey had described the frustrations she had experienced as a 
result of her learning problems which had particularly manifested themselves 
when faced with examinations. However, when asked about work in the 
break between school and her current degree studies Audrey had found that 
she had gained knowledge in this particular job:
A. “....well....l was dissecting rats...and this sort of thing....
F. is that what it entailed...?
A. a lot of lt...um...doing...setting up class practlcals for medical students....
F. It was a medical school.../
A. mmhm....picked up quite a lot of knowledge actually working...”
There was a strong sense of frustration which came through Audrey's 
education story. The late diagnosis of dyslexia and a clearly academic and 
competent approach to study throughout her education had clearly been 
problematic for Audrey's academic self-concept. Still talking about work in 
the break between school and college, she described another job which 
involved cooking and was easy for her since this did not require skills which 
challenged her dyslexia. Although she talked positively about this particular 
job, it was a good experience relative to work which was inappropriate for her 
learning difficulties:
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A. I changed career....! trained as a cook which was very easy for me....just
so relaxed...
Betty was another re-entry student who explained that her enjoyment of work 
in the break was largely due to the salary. Although the rapid increase in her 
wage had been a boost to her confidence, it also appeared that she did not 
value the work itself. She often talked about her extraordinary typing speeds, 
which lead to rapid promotion:
B. “...I literally managed F...... In the space of my first year and a half out of school...at
fifteen and three months to be able to go from eaming I think my first wage was six 
pound fifty I went from six pound fifty to fifteen quid almost ovemlght”
However, Betty went on to reveal another aspect of her experience of the 
work itself. It seemed that although she was given much praise and monetary 
recognition for her work, she did not value the work itself as an intellectually 
challenging activity. So although she had confidence in the work she 
achieved, if she felt that the work itself did not require intelligence, her 
academic self-confidence was not being supported:
B. well...you know It doesn't take Intelligence to be able to do thls....but 
what I could obviously do was do an awful of that and do It well....”
Daisy described some work undertaken for the Civil Service. However, 
although she enjoyed clerical work, she was quite clear that her real interest 
was in nursing. It seemed that for Daisy, she had planned for a long time that
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she wanted a vocational career and stayed in nursing for many years. Later 
on in the interview it was also apparent that her academic self-concept had 
been positive throughout her education. Daisy had children and had 
continued to work as a nurse throughout their childhood, therefore she had a 
continuity of work which had not been interrupted when her children were 
born. At this point of the interview, Alice was describing how she felt about 
some work experiences during the break between school and current 
experiences in HE:
D. “um...l left school In the July and I was starting at Kings In um...early In the next 
year..maybe In March (mm..hm) or May..so I worked In a Tax Office near 
me...Wimbledon Tax Office (mm)...had to pretend I was going to be In the Civil 
Service for llfe..got a very big Interview up In London..(yeah) and I worked there and that 
was quite Interesting really..being In an office environment and I enjoyed It but not 
enough to..you know...cancel going Into nursing”
Direct entry male students who reported positive overall experiences of 
school
When interviewees were asked to talk about their school experiences, they 
very rarely focused on academic work. The main emphasis centred around 
friendships and social life.
When asked about school, Eric described an overall enjoyment of his 
experience. Later in the interview when talking about his experience at 
college, he was finding the lack of structure difficult to manage. He was in his 
first year and had come straight to college from school. The contrast from
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school and college was being felt at the time of interview and he remembered 
how much he had enjoyed the structure and organisation of school life:
E. “...secondary school was more..It's kind of llke...easy llfe...the standard was set and 
you were told what to do and you just get on with It....the first year's just easy yeah...and 
you just go along with what you're meant to do...settllng In...”
Eric moved to a sixth form college to do his A'levels and had found the social 
aspect of this transition important:
E. “I met some new mates and I just had an ace tlme...lt was all non-stop...It 
just seemed like non-stop and to start off with”
The move to sixth form college involved a sense of independence. The 
alleviation of strict monitoring by teachers had been a positive experience for 
Eric:
E. “the....Independence...not having a teacher around...and whatever”
Harry was in his second year at college and remembered school as a positive 
experience overall. He explained the reason for this as being due to his 
popularity with both peers and teachers through his excellence as a 
sportsman. Harry described himself as being fairly small in stature for his age 
early on in his schooling, however as a result of a growth spell his confidence 
in himself was enhanced, i he boarding school experience often raised 
issues around loneliness, bullying and isolation, therefore the most important 
aspect of school life was to have good friendships:
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H. “that really was a watershed...um...immediately...by this time of course I'd become a 
good sportsman..footballer....um...and although they didn't play football that was 
something that people tagged onto automatically...so In the boarding house...! was the 
biggest too by this stage...l had a growth spell...and I had a great time during the 
school...”
ANALYSIS 5
Authoritarian Teaching at School, Academic Self-Concept & Self-Esteem
A further correspondence analysis was undertaken to examine academic self- 
concept at school and college, authoritarian teaching practice at school, 
general self-doubt and positive global self-esteem. Co-ordinate 1 (p<0.0005 
with 9 d.f.) and co-ordinate 2 (p<0.018 with 7 d.f.) were significant. Co­
ordinate 3 (p<0.177 with 5 d.f.) was not significant. This analysis accounted 
for 89.68% of inertia in two principal components. The relationship between 
the variables is shown graphically in Figure 21 (see Appendix IXe for 
corresponding co-ordinates).
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Figure 21: Correspondence analysis plot showing associations between positive and 
negative academic self-concept at school & college, authoritarian teaching practice at 
school, general self-doubt and positive self-esteem in relation to age & gender
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Table 37: Summary of findings from Correspondence Analysis of academic self-concept at 
school & college, authoritarian teaching practice at school, self-doubt & self-esteem In 
relation to age & gender
AUTHORITARIAN TEACHING AT SCHOOL,
ACADEMIC SELF-CONCEPT & SELF-ESTEEM
Gender & Entry Phase Associated Variables
Re-entry females negative ASC at college
Direct entry females negative ASC at school
Re-entry males positive ASC at college
Direct entry males positive global self-esteem
Overall positive ASC at school appears to have no 
association with authoritarian teaching at school 
or global self-esteem
Overall a distinction between males & females 
no distinction between direct entry & re-entry 
students
This analysis found associations between variables which had also been 
found in previous analysis. Analysis 3 found an association between direct 
entry female students and negative academic self-concept at school (see 
section 3.3.), re-entry male students were associated with positive academic 
self-concept at college (see section 3.5.) and direct entry male students were 
associated with positive global self-esteem (see section 3.6.). However, a 
further association was found in this analysis for re-entry females. Although 
they had been closely related to negative academic experiences at college in 
previous analyses, this analysis revealed an association with negative 
academic self-concept
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ANALYSIS 5
Qualitative examples for Associated Variables (Protocols)
Re-entry female students were associated with negative academic self- 
concept at college:
Alice was in her first year at college and had come from a relatively small and 
intimate Access course. She found the transition to HE difficult and 
described a sense of defeat at the outset:
A. "coming from Access which is very small and it's quite intimate....and to here..I 
thought oh god...l dont want to do Psychology...you know why am I doing it....l dont 
understand it and....it's just too difficult..."
In a previous analysis it was found that there was an association with re-entry 
female students and positive work experiences during the break between 
school and college. However, when talking about negative academic self- 
concept, Christine talked about her experience of being a secretary when she 
had felt 'stupid'. This may indicate a steady lowering of academic self- 
concept over an extended period of time in which attitudes and comments 
from others induce feelings of inferiority. Christine was in her third year at 
college at the time of interview and it appeared that her negative academic 
self-concept was still well established and was showing no signs of lifting.
This seemed to be another example of 'baggage' which was being held in 
order to maintain a familiar, albeit negative self-concept:
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F. "Why do you think you felt stupid?
C. Like being a secretary...
F. Was it to do with others responses to you or how you felt about yourself?
C. Mostly others....
F. Is it different now...
C. No...that will always be there...even if I became a famous Ph.D..."
Celia talked about feelings of incompetence in relation to her studies at 
college. Many students who present negative academic self-concept do not 
appear to find that high grades improve their academic self-concept, however 
in this case Celia felt that she needed some more feedback on her work 
before she could get a measure of how she was doing academically:
C. "does...yeah..it makes me feel incompetent really (F. mm) I know on the one hand 
IVe got through it (F. yes)..um..but on the other hand um...l think that because I have'nt 
had any feedback on any of my work..i'm not sure how I've got through it.."
Diana was in her second year at the time of interview. When talking about 
her confidence in her academic ability, she described her father's attitude to 
her intellect. He had consistently told her that she would never achieve 
anything and Diana also spoke of a general attitude around her schooling 
where girls were not expected to go on to study after school. Secretarial or 
clerical work was deemed to be appropriate although Diana had wanted to 
become a nurse. Although Diana's father was no longer alive, she still felt 
the pervading echo of his lack of confidence in her academic ability. This
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depth of negative academic self-concept is expressed very succinctly here:
D. "...um...yes...l still really didn't feel I ought to be here...um..."
A feeling of inadequacy was at the heart of Diana's experience of being a 
student in HE;
D. "I found Psychology....I found um....l felt more Inadequate...I felt that....
F. lnadequate...ok....lnadequateacademlcally....personally....generally....?
D. academically I think...."
Prior to this statement Diana had described receiving some coursework back 
when the grade was 73%. She had not been wearing her glasses and 
thought that the grade must be 23%. This is a substantial mis-perception of 
the quality of her own work. It seemed that in relation to her own negative 
academic self-concept 23% was more in line than 73% which posed some 
confusion to her academic self-concept. It appeared to be easier for Diana 
allow others to receive high grades for their work. She went on to explain 
how she responded to the actual rather than perceived grade:
D. well I was amazed actually....! was also very shocked In one respect because I had 
been talking to somebody else and um...she'd actually put In things like metaphors and 
similes In hers...l hadn't done that....so I was surprised that It worked out that my mark 
was better than hers....so It did make me realise that there's more than one way of writing 
something and getting a mark....but....It didn't have a lot of effect on me actually....um..."
Although Diana had finally realised a long term ambition of an A' grade for 
her work, she did not receive this easily. She described a sense of shock
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and had not attributed this grade to easy markers as some students with 
negative academic self-concept tend to do. Diana had clearly thought about 
her response to the A' and agreed that the grade itself had not been sufficient 
for her to offload her 'baggage':
D. "when I got over the shock....no I didn't think they were easy markers...! 
didn't have anything to compare it with either because we hadn't actually put In any work 
here....
F. shock Is quite a strong response Isn't It ?
D. mmm yeah....l took It home and I remember my daughter...! was telling my
daughter....she said there's only one way now and It's down...! said no I got seventy
the first time round...sorry...l got the seventy...she said there's only one way now Is down 
I said yeah I realise that...and the next one I got the seventy four for...after that It
deteriorated but um It didn't have the effect that It should have had...really thinking
about lt....lts like I say...l've actually thought about lt...lt's something I've always 
wanted...."
Diana had just explained that although she had received 73% for another 
piece of coursework, this had not lifted her feelings of inadequacy either. 
She continued to explain this in terms of a sense of guilt. Almost as though 
the grade was 'stolen' from someone who would be more deserving of the 
accolade:
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D. "in fact I felt a bit guilty really....because other people who were talking about what 
they got...and their marks were quite lower than mine....so In 
some respects I felt quite guilty....
F. guilty?
D. yes....I felt gullty...yeah I think so....
F. what do you think that was all about?
D. don't know...
F. mmmm...gullt...l wonder what guilt means....usually...
D. (coughs)...yeah...l mean usually when you talk to people you sort of...they say what
did you get...especially at the beginning...but um.....there was no way I
was going to volunteer what I'd got...l wouldn't ask anybody else what they got 
either....and I dont know whether that's to do with the fact that I'd got what I 
wanted...and I was obviously....I'd obviously got Interested In comparing myself with 
others..."
If academic self-concept is negative, it appears that some elaborate 
attributions need to be made so that some congruence between actual 
grades and perceived ability is maintained. In this instance Diana attributes 
her high grade to the possibility of the coursework being too easy. This 
technique to maintain continuity for a well-established negative learner 
identity can also lead to a pessimism about future expectations of academic 
performance:
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D. ".wasn't...um I did quite well In that (voice surprised)....l got 68 I think...to start
wlth...um...
F. did that make a difference? In relation to this Inadequate thing?
D. no no no I think because the first thing was an actual report...It
was putting...G... had written the report and we had to put In a couple of paragraphs and 
bits and pieces....! felt that um...no that It was too easy...no It wasn't really because It was 
too easy...because I didn't find It particularly easy sorting It out to do lt....um....l suppose 
really I thought more to the point as well...I might have got that and that but what's going 
to happen when I have to write the whole thing myself.....um....."
Daisy described a sense of defeat, which may be generated by a negative 
academic self-concept. This response may also linked with 'displacement 
activities' to avoid the issue. When this feeling arises, there are many 
alternative activities which can be found which are perceived as more 
important or at least less threatening than 'the essay':
D. "yeah...I mean I still get It when I'm like working at home and I'm writing essays and 
think oh God I can't do this"
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DISCUSSION
Study II moved from a quantitative to a qualitative methodology in order to 
investigate the findings further. This investigation was designed to discover 
phenomenon around the student experiences from the participants 
themselves. The content analysis of the interview data examined frequencies 
of the emergent themes which were generated from students' education 
'stories. This provided in-depth insights into the students' own accounts of 
how wider social and interpersonal encounters had impacted on their 
education experiences. The enquiry therefore moved from a quantification of 
different experiences to an illumination into the depth of emotions and 
feelings which had been aroused from these phenomenon. Following this, a 
correspondence analysis was undertaken to search for associations between 
particular themes and whether these specific experiences were different 
according to gender and phase of entry (age) of the students interviewed.
As discussed earlier in this chapter, correspondence analysis is a technique 
which Everitt (1998) described as opening a window onto the data. Five 
analyses were undertaken and the findings from each, generated further 
questions for the design of subsequent analysis. Each analysis could 
therefore be described as a 'building block' for the next. All analyses 
investigated age and gender differences in experiences for variables which 
had emerged from the content analysis.
Study I identified three dimensions to the school experience which included 
relationships with teachers, approaches to study and friendships. The
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content analysis provided some deeper understandings of the intricate 
patterns which emerged in relation to friendships and overall experiences of 
school and college. The social dimension appeared to be central in 
determining whether school was perceived as positive or negative overall and 
this was particularly poignant when listening to individuals who described 
experiences of isolation and loneliness as children. This posed the first 
question to be addressed for correspondence analysis which was adopted to 
investigate associations or relationships between different groups of students 
and their experiences of school and college in relation to the quality of 
friendships and current levels of stress.
School & College Experiences In Relation to Friendship & Academic 
Issues and Stress Levels at College (Analysis 1)
The rationale for the first correspondence analysis was to provide further 
understandings of key findings which had emerged from the quantitative 
study. These included the finding that re-entry students reported the most 
negative experiences of school overall and direct entry females presented the 
highest levels of academic stress at college. Another dimension to the 
design of this analysis was to link friendships and their potential to provide 
'social support'. Linville (1987) argued that social support was an important 
factor in reducing stress, therefore, by including experiences of friendships 
and stress in relation to overall experiences of school and college, this 
provided the potential to examine whether there was an association between 
these variables.
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Analysis I revealed further evidence to show that re-entry females reported 
the worst experiences of school overall. This provided further support for 
Coopersmith (1975), Hopper & Osbourne (1975) and Daines (1994) who 
argued that re-entry students have had negative experiences of school prior 
to participating in HE. However, a further finding had revealed a gender 
difference where re-entry female students presented more discussion around 
negative overall school experiences than the other groups. Direct entry 
females however, were the most closely associated with negative academic 
experiences at school in particular. In this analysis, it also appeared that re­
entry female students were closely associated with negative academic 
experiences at college while re-entry males were closely related to positive 
academic experiences at college. If Linville's argument that social support is 
a 'buffer' against stress, it would have been expected that those who reported 
the most negative experiences of friendship at college would be the most 
closely related to stress. This analysis however, showed that direct entry 
males reported the most negative experiences of friendship at college which 
might suggest that they had the least access to social support. It was 
however, direct entry females who the most closely related to high levels of 
stress, and this confirmed the findings from Study I. In addition, this analysis 
revealed that positive overall experiences of college were closely related to 
good friendships. It would appear therefore that friendships were an 
important indicator to whether students reported positive or negative 
experiences of college overall. The social dimension, therefore, seems to be
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prioritised over academic experiences, as a measure of overall satisfaction 
with college.
The findings of this analysis generated further questions about current 
experiences in HE. The question of the association between direct entry 
students and high levels of stress needed further exploration.
The first study had revealed that there was a relationship between the reason 
for participating in HE being for career goals and academic stress. In 
addition, there was also evidence to show that direct entry students were 
most likely to participate for career goals. A further analysis was therefore 
designed to investigate age and gender differences between reasons for 
participating in HE, stress and overall positive or negative experiences at 
college.
Reason to Participate in HE, Stress & Overall Experiences of College 
(Analysis 2)
The content analysis of interviews provided some in depth information about 
some of the 'roots' of stress which included both academic and personal 
issues. Abouserie (1994) found evidence to suggest that social-related 
events are important sources of stress and the interviews provided rich 
examples of this, particularly in relation to work overload and financial 
problems. The second correspondence analysis examined the relationship 
between reasons to participate in HE, friendships and stress at college. This 
included the social dimension to college which the students themselves had
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identified as a central concern in relation to overall satisfaction with college.
It was therefore useful to examine the relative impact of friendships and 
reasons to participate in an attempt to illuminate some of the 'roots' of stress. 
Linville's argument that social support provides a 'buffer" against stress was 
again incorporated into the analysis, where it would be expected that positive 
experiences of friendship may be linked to lower levels of stress. The 
findings however, revealed that direct entry females were the most closely 
associated with positive friendships at college but again, they were closely 
related to stress at college. It seemed therefore, that in this analysis, 
friendships had not provided the key to reducing the high levels of stress 
experienced for direct entry female students.
There was also further support for earlier findings that re-entry female 
students were most likely to participate in HE for the enjoyment of learning 
which links closely to Boshier's (1991) motivation identified as 'cognitive 
interest'. Findings from Study I had also revealed that re-entry females 
present the most negative academic self-concept.
The first two correspondence analyses had built upon findings from the 
quantitative study and the content analysis. In addition, a systematic 
investigation into associations between students' experiences in relation to 
emergent themes from the interviews, had facilitated a 'building block' of 
enquiry. The findings from the second correspondence analysis therefore 
generated a further question which related to experiences in the break 
between school and college which may have impacted on current levels of
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academic self-concept and self-esteem.
Academic Self-Concept & Self-Esteem at School, In the Break & College 
(Analysis 3)
The first correspondence analysis revealed that re-entry female students 
were closely related to both negative academic experiences and overall 
experiences of school overall. In light of the earlier finding that they had 
reported the most negative academic self-concept at college, this 
correspondence analysis was designed to examine whether there was a 
consistency in levels of academic self-concept at school and college.
Another dimension to this analysis, also investigated the relationships 
between academic self-concept and self-esteem. Okun and Fournet (1991) 
had argued that students with low self-esteem are likely to reject favourable 
feedback for coursework in order to maintain a well established negative 
learner identity. It was therefore important to investigate whether this study 
could reveal a consistency in negative learner identity (academic self- 
concept) from school to current experiences in HE. A particularly interesting 
finding emerged from this analysis where the previous correspondence 
analysis showed that re-entry females were closely associated with a positive 
academic self-concept at school. This analysis revealed that they were 
closely associated with a negative academic self-concept in the break 
between school and college. There was also an association between direct 
entry female students and general self-doubt in themselves at college, whilst 
direct entry males were associated with positive self-esteem.
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Overall School Experience, Work Experiences In the Break & Reason to 
Participate in HE (Analysis 4)
In order to illuminate these findings further, another correspondence analysis 
was designed. If re-entry females had a positive academic self-concept at 
school and this became negative in the break between school and college, it 
was important to shed some light on phenomenon which may have influenced 
this change in perceptions of academic ability. One of the themes which 
emerged from the interviews related to experiences of work in the break, 
therefore a further analysis integrated a combination of variables which 
aimed to find associations between overall experiences of school, work 
experiences in the break and reasons to participate in HE. Earlier findings 
had shown that direct entry students were most likely to participate for career 
goals and this motivation was closely associated with high levels of academic 
stress. Re-entry females were most likely to participate in HE for cognitive 
interest and therefore there may be an association with this motivation and 
work experiences in the break.
The fourth correspondence analysis revealed that re-entry females were most 
closely related to positive experiences of work in the break between school 
and college, therefore it would appear that the lowered academic self- 
concept in the break was not explained by negative experiences of work.
This finding therefore suggests that there are other forces in operation which 
need to be considered when trying to understand the complex phenomenon 
of academic self-concept. Galliano and Gildea (1980) argued that for some
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women, education may provide a way out of inequality and inferior social 
status. The perceived benefits of participation in HE therefore include the 
opportunity to learn, gain a skill or enjoy intellectual stimulation. There has 
been a consistent finding in this research where re-entry females are closely 
related to participating in HE for the enjoyment of learning (cognitive interest). 
This finding suggests that the reduction in academic self-concept in the break 
is more closely related to feelings of low status which have come from some 
other source than work experiences.
Through a process of elimination, lowered academic self-concept in the break 
for re-entry females had not been explained by negative experiences of work, 
therefore a further analysis investigated associations with authoritarian 
teaching practice at school and negative academic self-concept and self­
esteem.
Experiences of Authoritarian Teaching Methods at School, Current 
Academic Self-Concept & Self-Esteem (Analysis 5)
The final analysis opened the window onto another possible explanation for 
negative academic self-concept which was presented by re-entry females in 
the break and low levels of self-esteem which was associated with direct 
entry females.
This investigated whether authoritarian teaching practice at school may have 
impacted on current levels of academic self-concept and self-esteem at 
college. The content analysis had revealed considerably more discussion
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around negative rather than positive experiences of teachers at school and 
for some individuals, this had been described as a fearful experience. It was 
therefore, important to examine the impact of this on levels of academic self- 
concept both at school and at college.
The findings from this analysis revealed a further finding where re-entry 
females were closely associated with negative academic self-concept at 
college. Therefore their positive academic self-concept at school had no 
relationship with their negative academic self-concept both in the break or at 
college. There was no evidence to suggest that authoritarian teaching 
practice had impacted on academic self-concept or self-esteem, however 
there may be a number of explanations for this. Current experiences may be 
sharper than distant memories and when asked directly about academic self- 
concept, the answers may reflect a relative experience. Rothenberg (1994) 
referred to 'ghosts of memory' from past experience and this related to a 
constructivist perspective on learning. A particular learning identity maybe in 
a constant state of flux and change and in addition, reconstructive memory 
may influence responses to questions of academic self-concept in the past. 
Perceptions of school experiences and emotions generated by these may 
alter over time and these could have been reconstructed as they become 
relative to subsequent experiences. An examination into specific school 
experiences may therefore have placed the spotlight on a phenomenon which 
is not fixed and stable, perceptions of which may have altered over time.
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A qualitative approach to the complex phenomenon of the student experience 
has provided further depth to understanding the complex interrelationships 
between internal and external processes. This has also given in-depth 
information about how some of these experiences have been internalised by 
the students interviewed. However, a further study used a longitudinal 
approach which facilitated another dimension to the research where subtle 
shifts in experiences could be observed over an extended period of time. 
Depending on tasks being undertaken at different points in the academic 
year, responses to questions about academic self-concept, stress and self­
esteem may be different. Therefore, a case study approach may illuminate 
the changes in undergraduate experiences which may be influenced by 
academic pressures and personal life events. These may both interact in 
forming a holistic understanding of internal and external influences on the 
undergraduate experience.
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CHAPTER VI
CASE STUDY
"Every man [sic] is in certain respects:
- iike aii other men (universai norms)
- like some other men (group norms)
- iike no other men (idiosyncratic norms)
(Kluckhohn and Murray, quoted in Allport, 1962:410)
RATIONALE
Platt (1988) argued that a case study is justified when it is describing 
something intrinsically interesting. A case study can take into account factors 
which may have been neglected in a larger group study, therefore a single 
case study may either support earlier research findings or point to a flaw in a 
theoretical claim gained from a population and indicate ways in which a 
theory could be revised. Platt stresses that in-depth analysis of a case study 
is as rigorous and scientific as nomothetic statistical research. It is however, 
important to acknowledge the underlying motivation for including a case 
study in the design of research. Yin (1989) argues that a case study is 
intended to demonstrate 'existence' rather than 'incidence' and this cannot be 
done statistically. Campbell (1984) originally criticised the case study for it's 
'misplaced precision', however, he later reviewed his thinking and now 
recognises the value of multiple observations from the same case. The 
employment of both a nomothetic and idiographic methodology increases the 
potential to discover both existence and incidence of human experiences in 
relation to particular phenomenon. Campbell also argued that a case 
study may either 'disconfirm' our expectations or reveal phenomena which
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were not expected.
The nomothetic approach does not provide the possibility of recovering 
individual biographies of the members of a research sample. Therefore, 
there is some information which can only be obtained by idiographic studies 
with separate individuals. If a researcher proceeds nomothetically, then 
information pertaining to a particular individual is not recoverable from the 
group data since this approach can only deal with group averages and not 
particular cases. Another important aspect of the single case study is the 
consideration of the individual in her/his own terms where the individual 
remains in control rather than subordinated to a general theoretical position. 
Schweder and Miller (1985) refer to nomothetic approaches as 
'interdeterministic statistical zones that construct people who never were and 
never could be'. However, Smith, Harre and Langehove (1996) argue that it 
is imperative not to dismiss the scientific quest for the universal although they 
argue that there is some urgency in the need for projects which investigate 
the detailed description of individual human beings. Bromley (1985) defined 
a legitimate role for the case study within mainstream psychology and argued 
against the notion that a case study can only be exploratory whereas the 
experiment or survey can provide definitive results. Although he saw the 
case study as an important part of psychological methodology, he strongly 
recommended that it should not be assessed by criteria formulated for 
experimental psychology. Instead he advocated a 'quasi-judicial approach' to 
the conduct and assessment of case studies. This would result in 'highly
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circumscribed accounts of persons in situations, giving rise to low level 
generalizations within relatively narrow areas of scientific and professional 
interest'.
The Current Research & Justification for a Case Study
The initial phase of this research involved an extensive review of the 
literature which informed some key questions which needed to be addressed 
in this field. This was followed by a quantitative study in which a 
questionnaire was completed by 112 participants. Due to the quantitative 
nature of this phase, there was limited personal contact with individuals' 
personal experiences of HE. This was followed by a qualitative study where 
thirty seven individuals told their 'education stories' from school to current 
experiences of their education. This uncovered a number of emergent 
themes which were not easily accessible through a quantitative methodology. 
However, this still contained limitations in the sense that when asking 
individuals to tell their story at a certain time on a particular day, their 
responses may reflect a wide range of variables which impact on the way in 
which they describe and explain their experience. The research process was, 
therefore, moving from a nomothetic to an more idiographic approach to the 
undergraduate experience of HE. The primary concern for an idiographic 
approach is not to confirm and expand general experiences in order to attain 
knowledge of a 'law' but rather to focus on the 'particular' and the 'individual'. 
This domain has been 'grossly neglected' in mainstream psychology (Smith, 
Harre and Langenhove 1995). A concurrent problem when asking individuals
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about issues around self-esteem, academic confidence and academic stress 
is that these may change at different times during the academic year. There 
may also be different levels and intensity of experiences depending on a 
number of interacting variables. When a individual completes a 
questionnaire or talks about their experience in an interview, this provides an 
insight into their experience at a particular moment in time. Feelings of 
anxiety and confidence may however, fluctuate over a period of time. If for 
example, an individual is about to hand in a piece of coursework their 
feelings of confidence maybe different than if they have just received a good 
grade. There may also be different feelings generated by the pressures of 
deadlines or examinations, the intensity of which change during the academic 
year. There may also be a gradual wearing down of energy and commitment 
over a period of three years. Close monitoring of an individuals' experience 
over an extended period of time may provide some further insights into both 
academic and personal experiences which interact to enhance or inhibit the 
process of studying for a degree in HE. Clearly there may be times when 
individual's academic self-concept may be positive depending on how their 
life and studies are progressing. However, the same individual may go 
through periods in the course of their studies where they may have cause to 
question their competence for different reasons. A longitudinal approach to 
an individuals' journey through part of the degree may, therefore, provide 
some clues to some of the mediating factors which contribute to their overall 
experience of the degree.
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Recruitment
Although the experience of one individual cannot be generalised to others 
there are clearly some patterns of experience and events which impact on 
individuals which are shared. In order to justify the involvement of one 
individual to keep a diary over an extended period of time, it was important to 
establish whether the individual would be committed to such an undertaking 
and also whether they had the capacity and inclination to introspect and 
disclose self-reflections both personally and in a research context. During 
the literature review it was noted that there was a disproportionate amount of 
research undertaken on female re-entry students compared to males. There 
were also more females than males who participated in all phases of this 
research and this reflected the psychology undergraduate population at the 
University, which attracts more females than males. The decision to 
approach a male re-entry student for the case study was, therefore, partly 
informed by this 'gap' in the literature and also the relatively few numbers of 
males who had participated in the research. Another dimension to the 
decision to approach this particular individual was based on his previous 
involvement with different aspects of this research. As a result of a 
preliminary interview it became clear that the quality of the diary would be 
enriched by this particular individual's ability to self-reflect and monitor his 
own processes. He also projected a genuine interest in the principles of co­
researching whereby his involvement could be of benefit to both the 
researcher's and his own process.
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The Participant
The identity of the participant is concealed and the name 'Alastair* was 
adopted for the purposes of confidentiality.
'Alastair* was a re-entry student who was fifty five years old and was near to 
the completion of his second year of the degree when he agreed to take part 
in this phase of the research. He was studying for a single honours degree in 
Psychology and Counselling and was not averse to disclosing and exploring 
his own processes. He had taken part in the initial group interview for the 
development of a scale to measure past experiences of school (pilot study) 
and had also completed one of the questionnaires for Study 1B. He also took 
part in the interviews for the qualitative Study 2 and had therefore been 
involved in all aspects of the research from the outset.
Negotiating the Diary
Initially preliminary meetings were held with Alastair on a number of 
occasions to discuss the diary and to establish the most effective way of 
progressing. Confidentiality was assured and Alastair emphasised that he 
had nothing to hide and was not inhibited about disclosure. He felt that the 
most effective method of communicating the diary was through E-Mail. The 
researcher emphasised that there maybe a confidentiality problem with E- 
mail, but Alastair was not concerned about this. On this basis, it was agreed 
that he would send the diary through E-Mail twice a week during term time.
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Diary Structure
The diary itself was structured in that it had five key areas to address each 
time an entry was made. These included 'How I feel today', 'Confidence in 
Academic Ability', 'Stress', 'the Experience of Writing the Diary itself and 
'Other Thoughts' (see Appendix X).
The diary was kept twice a week for just over a year. When the last diary 
was concluded at the end of Alastair's degree, it was transcribed and 
imported into WINMAX for content analysis. Each section of the diary was 
analysed separately and emergent themes from these categories are 
summarised below:
•HOWI FEEL TODAY’
This section of the diary can be divided into two key themes. These include 
equilibrium and disequilibrium and the experiences and events which may 
influence these psychological states. Although a distinction has been 
observed between academic and personal issues which contributed to 
equilibrium or disequilibrium, these were often inextricably linked.
Sometimes the link is overt whilst at other times this is covert. Two other 
themes involve specific experiences around Alastair's finals and also 
observations about the incentive to 'carry on' when the degree felt destructive 
to psychological wellbeing.
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Equilibrium - Why?
Personal Influences
A balance between 'work and play* was a concurrent theme throughout the 
diary. On occasions it seemed that Alastair had an inner struggle with this 
balance, however when he took time away from studying the benefits were 
usually felt. However, he often referred to his 'critical' parent who 
represented the 'guilt' he felt when he had either under achieved in terms of 
time given to his academic work or been distracted and undertaken 
displacement activities to avoid the work. Some of the contributors to 
equilibrium included;
- fresh air which facHitated good sleep
- keeping the 'critical parent' at bay or 'muted'
- having wife at home so that there was company in the day
- holidays when there was quality time for the family
- no backache
- taking time to walk
- clean and service the motorcycle
- Valentines Day - treated wife to smoked salmon, wine & chocolates
- developing activities beyond the degree course
- daughter coming home for two weeks to revise for her own finals
- the purchase o f a new motorcycle
- spending time with motorcycling friends
- a family Christening
- good weather
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Alastair observed that lovely weather gave him a lift and made him feel in a 
receptive mood for academic work. He described the warmth of the sun 
having a positive impact on his approach to work. This was an unexpected 
observation which had not been raised at any other time in the research.
- a 'guiltless' day away from academia:
"how good it is  to have a guiitiess day away from academia------ they don*t come often
enough.......... made aii the sweeter for knowing that it  was stoien and short-iived".....
This suggests that time management is an important issue not only for 
effective study but also for personal wellbeing. Over a period of three years 
the 'critical parent' may demand that an individual 'should' potentially be 
working all the time. There is always another paper to read and never a real 
sense of completion. Time management which includes real time off may 
therefore contribute to healthier states of equilibrium.
"taking the weekend o ff with a view to starting in earnest on Monday"
On a number of occasions the intention was not realised. If Alastair did not 
start in earnest after a weekend break, his critical parent was likely to 
emerge. However, there was also a sense that part of the role of the critical 
parent allowed Alastair to be rebellious. This may also link to a motivation 
issue. Sometimes feelings of panic and disequilibrium spurred on a 
motivation to work, albeit an uncomfortable experience. Sometimes when a 
sense of achievement prevailed, Alastair acknowledged a tendency to be less 
motivated in his academic work. Therefore, a certain amount of 
disequilibrium was positive in terms of motivation.
388
Academic Influences
There were also a number of academic experiences which influenced 
equilibrium for Alastair:
- working effectively
- keeping feelings o f panic and uncertainty under control by the knowledge 
gained over the last three years in academia that there is everything to 
play for right up to the deadline
- the enjoyment o f a particular module
- the challenge o f learning about a new methodological 'tool' WINMAX to 
organise research data
- having a go at the work:
"even if  it is  an infinitesimai amount o f what is yet to be done"
- marks out o f the way clears the tracks for the next semester
- more self-control than in the previous year o f study
- satisfaction with work completed
- completing work ahead o f external deadlines
- looming examination dates motivate fairly productive work
This suggests that a certain amount of external pressure was perhaps 
important for Alastair in terms of effective study approaches in relation to 
motivation and incentive to work
- the acknowledgement that it is 'OK' to feel tired when working hard on 
academic tasks
This maybe related to a distinction between tiredness with no tangible reason 
which can be related to depression. Alastair seemed to experience some 
solace when his tiredness was tangible.
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Disequilibrium - Why?
Personal Influences
- lack o f sleep which produces anxiety and reduced academic confidence 
It is difficult to interpret whether the lack of sleep was due to anxiety and 
reduced academic confidence or whether the anxiety and reduced academic 
confidence was a result of lack of sleep.
- anger
- painful backache - sitting at a desk for extended periods o f time makes work 
harder
- physical pain but still easier to bear than mental doubts about academic 
ability
- waking in the morning feeling fatigued
- an awareness o f mercurial moods & emotions
- feeling emotionally & physically exhausted - 'on the edge'
- No joy  in anything = academic work or otherwise
- the worst feeling is when problems reside in stress
- working over the weekend always made Alastair feel tired and 'ropy' on 
Monday mornings
It seemed therefore that fatigue was a major contributor to disequilibrium for 
Alastair. However, he did acknowledge that stress was the 'worst' feeling and 
at times of particular pressure to meet coursework deadlines, Alastair had to 
work at weekends. This appears to culminate in a 'vicious circle' for Alastair, 
since he had decided that he wanted a 2.1 for the degree this meant that he 
needed to work hard. However, the negative outcome of this involved
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disequilibrium which was rooted in tiredness and increased levels of stress. 
The quality of Alastair's life was clearly adversely affected by this at particular 
times in the year when the pressure was on, therefore, the desire to achieve 
the 2.1 had another dimension perhaps. This may involve a cognitive 
dissonance, where there was perhaps a need for the ends to justify the 
means.
Academic Influences
In the first semester of the third year Alastair expressed a certain value in 
some of the uncomfortable feelings which came from acknowledging the 
reality of the task ahead of him. This suggests that Alastair had 
acknowledged that he needed to experience a certain amount of discomfort in 
order to stay motivated:
rGBlity stsring me in Uib fscB - uncomfortBblB fBBling but suspBCt it is a UBCBSSsry 
statB in order to force awareness ofthB shortBning dme ahBad for work compiBtion" 
Alastair raised a number of key issues which were directly related to 
academic influences on disequilibrium:
- feeling generally flat about the course and nothing completed
- faced with an essay to write and not understanding the task
- perception o f an unfair marking criteria where a 5-6000 word essay is 
awarded the same amount o f credits (10) as a 2000 word essay
- a good weekend in the New Forest but surprised about feeling bad
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physical symptoms
- headaches & dizziness
Alastair felt this may have been due to his frustration that he would have liked 
to have done more analysis of his transcriptions before supervision.
The diary at this time demonstrated a sense that academic studies were 
intruding on personal wellbeing. This appears to underpin the idea that 
studying does not take place in a vacuum. Wider life experiences are clearly 
inextricably linked. A potentially 'free' weekend in the New Forest is marked 
by 'bad feelings' and this suggests that it was difficult for Alastair to escape or 
find peace at this time. Further manifestations of discomfort involved 
insomnia:
"sleepless night due to anxiety about course content (but got up early 4.30 a.m.
and worked - felt better) "
Lack of sleep was rooted in anxiety about the course. The fatigue involved a 
loss of optimism where everything felt flat and the academic work was 
achieved by 'stoicism andattie enthusiasm'. At this time Alastair had decided to 
take sleeping pills to help with his insomnia.
Finals looming
As the finals for the degree became closer, Alastair described some of his 
responses to the pressure. The diary heard a sense of exhaustion and even 
perhaps disillusionment:
"Pressure to work - at the same time feeling a b it bored by it a ii"
There were also some different physical and emotional manifestations of this 
pressure:
392
"tension inside iike a tightening o f stomach and chest muscies and an internai 'cry*, 
it's crying without tears - /  d o n t feei it  in my eyes.....a siient scream"
"...my stomach is beginning to piay me up and it  has done very Spring whilst i've been 
on this academic lark.... "
"i'm in a rather unpredictable and unstable state so that when something really quite 
small comes up that needs handling at home, it's iike the straw that broke the camel's
back.. and i  suddenly go into a spin o f not being able to cope. So i'm OK now but
ask me again in 10 minutes and the answer m ight be totally different 
This emphasises the point that moods and emotions may be different 
according to when individuals are asked about their experience of HE. For 
Alastair, at this point of the degree, moods appeared to fluctuate in very short 
periods of time.
A sense of stillness prevailed when Alastair had submitted his third year 
research project. Alastair wrote that he felt tired but calm and there was not 
time for hysteria. Although he felt tired he also felt 'still' inside.
It seemed that at this time even walking was an effort for Alastair, however 
although he described this overwhelming sense of tiredness his spirits were 
up because the end was in sight.
Alastair's last diary entry for 'how I feel today' included reference to lack of 
sleep and getting up at 4.30 a.m. again. By the time he wrote the diary it was 
10.00 p.m. and he was not feeling 'scintillating'. He felt relaxed about the 
forthcoming exam but he felt tired in a way that he had never felt before this
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experience. He felt that he had been better without the sleeping pills which 
he had been taking for about a month.
Why carry on?
There was a period when Alastair felt that he was not 'getting it together' very 
well. He was very tired, running out of steam and depressed. However, 
whilst reflecting on this he wrote that he was not going to:
"turn beily up and qu it...no t yet anyway....i*ve come too far for that" 
therefore motivation to stay with the degree studies in spite of the difficulties 
may involve the amount of work already invested in the course. The 
motivating force may involve a sense of too much invested to lose after a 
certain period of time in the degree. There maybe therefore a point at which 
students are more likely to 'dropout' of courses when they do not feel that 
they have invested so much that they have too much to lose.
As the degree was coming to a close, Alastair described a particularly warm 
Spring day when he had some time for personal reflections about his 
experience of the degree:
7  have the feeiing that academia has deprived me some o f the seasons for four years, 
i  don t  feei as though i have experienced them. Funny thing that"
Interim Methodological Observations
Although I have separated out personal and academic influences on 
equilibrium and disequilibrium, it is clear to see that they interact with each 
other. Therefore, although it may be useful to identify and categorise the 
nature of psychological wellbeing in terms of personal and academic
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phenomenon for ease of observations, they are inextricably linked.
The next section of the diary referred to Alastair's academic self-concept and 
was entitled 'Confidence in Ability'. This section will be summarised in the 
sequence of diary entries in order to observe any changes in academic 
confidence which may have been influenced by shifts in workload or 
coursework pressure and their interaction with personal experiences at 
different times in the academic year.
•CONFIDENCE IN ACADEMIC ABILITY’
Although Alastair was experiencing considerable personal crisis at the time 
he started writing the diary, he described his academic confidence as 
'reasonably high'. He felt that the lack of external distractions provided an 
'edge' which kept him on a level with his younger counterparts. He also felt 
fairly confident that he was capable of obtaining reasonable grades. He did 
however express some fears about his anxiety about his wife's illness which 
would interrupt his ability to revise for a forthcoming examination. He was 
apprehensive about having to walk out of an examination due to an inability 
to answer questions. His confidence started to subside when he found that 
his concentration on revision and coursework was impaired. He did however 
emphasise that this was specific to his life crisis and not a reflection of his 
overall confidence in his ability. It was difficult to assess confidence since 
this was adversely affected by other feelings. This observation seems to 
underpin the idea that learning does not take place in a vacuum. Therefore
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when asking an individual about one aspect of the learning experience, the 
answer may reflect a number of other variables which may not be taken into 
account if the focus is squarely on a specific phenomenon. An unexpected 
contributor to low academic self-confidence, for Alastair, was fatigue; 
"....fatigue is knocking this (academic confidence) down a b it....."
At the point when Alastair was feeling particularly low, his mood was lifted 
after some encouragement from his research project supervisor who assured 
him that he was ahead of schedule. Another 'boost' to confidence came from 
another tutor who stimulated some thoughts on an essay which was in 
preparation. Therefore, it appeared that positive encouragement from tutors 
raised his confidence in ability. Conversely, the receipt of some lower grades 
for coursework had negatively impacted on his confidence. This involved an 
incongruence between his expectation of the grades and the actual grades 
received. Alastair also felt that extended periods of time away from academic 
work also negatively impacted on his academic confidence:
"it seems the ionger i  was away from any form o f academic study (3/4 weeks) the 
iower my confidence was....there was a stage whiie away on hoiiday when i  feit quite 
uncomfortabie iying in bed awake...wondering whether or not i  wouid compiete the 
degree...somewhat iiiogicai i  know...but it  did make me think that confidence in one's 
abiiity to do the work is perhaps more significant in the achievement o f academic 
goais than i  had reaiised.. "
If time away from studying has a negative impact on academic confidence, 
this may provide some clues to why some re-entry students have a negative 
academic self-concept when they come into HE. Some students have been 
away from formal education for many years, therefore this lowering of
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confidence may build up over time. Alastair also observed the uncomfortable 
nights lying awake questioning his ability to complete the degree may have 
been related to confidence in his ability. He was surprised to realise that this 
was perhaps more significant in the achievement of academic goals than he 
had expected.
Soon after this Alastair wrote that he was enjoying a particular course and the 
enjoyment of subject matter involved an increase in his self-confidence. This 
directly links to an earlier finding in this research where Hierarchical Multiple 
Regression Analysis of the questionnaire in Study 1B revealed that when 
participants had decided to participate in HE for the enjoyment of learning 
(cognitive interest) they also reported a positive academic self-concept. 
However, four diary entries later, self-confidence was low again and this was 
due to an uncertainty about the quality of an essay and also a feeling that 
although he would pass a forthcoming examination he had no grade 
expectation:
"low confidence in the exam, mind is not ordered to remember revision material"
The next nine diary entries reflected a general sense of self-doubt in ability 
and this was the lead up to an examination. This embraced exam revision 
but also seeped into confidence in his research project. This suggested that 
academic confidence is a tenuous condition and if 'knocked' can generalise 
itself to other areas of life. However, the next diary marked a sharp change in 
confidence. Alastair reported positive academic confidence and he felt that 
he was more organised than his peers. His grades were consistently in the
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2.1 area. Therefore, two shifts in experience had positively impacted on 
Alastair's confidence. A 'œmpetitive' element to Alastair meant that by 
measuring himself against peers and finding that he was ahead positively 
impacted on his confidence. Also the 'ambitious' aspect to his nature which 
wanted to obtain the 2.1 grades which he had successfully achieved had also 
contributed to a positive academic self-concept at this time. Therefore the 
complex and individual dimension to academic self-concept maybe linked to 
fundamental personality 'traits'. In this case competitive and ambitious 
characteristics had resulted in positive academic self-concept. However, it 
may also be the case that for an individual who is competitive and ambitious 
and where the outcome is negative, their academic self-concept may be more 
susceptible to 'knocks'. For example, if Alastair had found that his peers 
were ahead of him and that he did not received the grades expected (as had 
occurred on another occasion) this may have a more negative impact than for 
an individual who is not competitive and not ambitious.
Over the following few weeks which were early in the autumn semester, there 
was a fairly consistent reference to stable confidence in ability. A few 
references to doubts about the quality of the interviews for the research 
project, but overall fairly steady. During this time, Alastair had found another 
boost to confidence when hearing that another student half his age was 
finding it difficult to take notes from lectures. He had been relieved to be 
reassured that his own difficulties in this area was not because he was 
'different' or 'incompetent due to being older'.
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Having experienced this period of stability in confidence, eleven diary entries 
after having told the diary that he felt confident there was a clear 'not 
confident' entry. This involved uncertainty and confusion and Alastair was 
feeling angry about one particular module. This was also a revision period. 
The following diary heard that Alastair was finding it difficult to get down to 
two essays and he was anticipating a further drop in confidence. There 
appeared to be a link emerging between low confidence and motivation. A 
negative spiral seems to develop where low confidence involves a resistance 
to the work, which leads to less work being done, which leads to less 
confidence in a positive outcome. If low confidence in ability is 
acknowledged this maybe the time to heighten awareness of the subsequent 
problems which may follow as a result of this i.e. more procrastination and 
displacement activities which may contribute to a further decline in 
confidence. Alastair had two more essays to submit before Christmas and 
described this as:
"a black spectre hanging over me”
It was not so long ago that Alastair was feeling confident and enjoying the 
work at which time he received 2.1. grades for his work. The roots of this 
current 'black spectre' maybe linked to one of his reasons for participating in 
HE being for the enjoyment of learning itself. At this time Alastair was feeling 
angry about one particular module and therefore the process of studying was 
in conflict with his reason for studying.
For the next eighteen diaries before the completion of work and exams for the 
semester, Alastair expressed low confidence and was doubting his ability to
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'hack it'. He became more functional in his approach and stated on one 
occasion that he was less interested in grades and more interested in just 
getting the work done. He also stated at one point:
"no feelings o f confidence for this diary"
Although Alastair often felt pleased about work when it was written, he stated:
"the excitement comes partly from the surprise that the markers o f my masterpiece 
don’t quite share my definition o f excellence!"
Although there is a humorous edge to this entry, it also reflects an 
incongruence in perceived and actual grades received for coursework. This 
may also be a contributory element to Alastair's reduced confidence at this 
time. Fear of failure in the forthcoming exam was expressed and this was 
partly rooted in a negative examination experience the previous year where 
his mind had gone blank in one of the exams. He emphasised that this was 
a real rather than imagined fear. Alastair described this period as an 
academically arid time although he was not demotivated or depressed.
When reading the diary at these times, it seemed that Alastair was almost 
being starved when the academic pressure became too intense. There was a 
sense of irritability and frustration. Again, it seems that if an individual has 
chosen to study for the joy of learning, those periods when the learning 
process is not enjoyable due to pressures and deadlines an inner struggle 
and conflict arises.
There was a still period between the completion of work and the publication 
of results. Alastair was not expecting high grades and suspected that there
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would be at least one low one. However, he argued that this would not 
adversely affect his confidence in ability, it would indicate that more time was 
needed.
At the beginning of the week when results were to be published Alastair 
decided to speculate on his own performance. The diary entry after the 
grades had been published included a breakdown of his perceived and actual 
grades (in brackets) received:
(Course names have been removed for the protection of Alastair's anonymity)
Course I - 6 6  (61)
Course 2 - 6 2  (66)
Course 3 - (exam) 57 (55)
Course 4 - 6 5  (63)
Course 5 - (exam) 47 (66)
Alastair was very surprised about the outcome for 'Course 5 ' and described 
this as a high risk strategy where he did very little revision. He was 
disappointed with the grade for Course 1 which he had particularly enjoyed 
writing. The results left him feeling fairly confident that he would obtain the 
overall 2.1 which he was aiming for. Alastair felt that the incongruence 
between perceived and actual grades received was minimal and not enough 
to undermine his academic confidence.
Although the 2.1 is was not a certainty, Alastair felt more confident now that 
this was possible. By diary 55 Alastair felt that the confidence issue was 
stable and unless there were significant changes in his experience of 
confidence he would not comment further in this section of the diary. He did
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however pick this up again four entries later. He started to feel fatigued and 
uncertain about whether he had done enough reading. It seemed that 
although there was external pressure, the ambition to achieve the 2 .1 . was 
self-imposed and he was now having doubts about achieving this. He felt 
that time was catching up and he was not satisfied that the research project 
would attain at 2.1. This self-imposed pressure may link to another earlier 
finding in this research where Hierarchical Multiple Regression analysis 
revealed that if students reason to participate in HE was for professional 
advancement they also tended to have higher levels of stress. Although 
Alastair had suggested that his degree needed to involve an enjoyment of 
learning, there was also this need to attain a 2.1. Earlier in the diary, Alastair 
had stated that one of the reasons he wanted to attain a 2 .1 . was if he chose 
to continue in academic work after the degree he would need a good degree. 
Therefore, at times before coursework submission and examinations, the 
pressure to attain high grades is increased and therefore the diaries reflect 
higher levels of stress.
Alastair was clearly worried about his ability to get a 2.1 and felt that the need 
to attain this grade was a process of looking forward. If after the event he 
only got a 2 .2  he would be accepting of it because whatever he did or didn't 
do, it was the best he could do. This may have involved a protective coping 
strategy to deal with the disappointment if the 2 .1 . was not achieved.
Shortly before handing in the research project Alastair felt that it was a 
reasonable piece of work. He saw the flaws but it was time to move on to
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other work.
Alastair had been working as a 'Samaritan' for many years and had decided 
to focus his research project on some of their policies and processes. 
Thoughts had became very focused on how the research project would be 
received - not so much from academia but by the Samaritans themselves. He 
speculated about his concern and felt that he maybe hurt if they reject it. He 
was also concerned about getting into aggravated discussion over it with 
those who would disagree with his findings since he did not feel confident to 
argue his corner robustly.
When all the coursework was handed in Alastair wrote that he felt resigned, 
could not do any more and was not really that bothered. He felt that he would 
get through the examination OK and only wanted to pass it since the mark 
was not important to him. Although Alastair had no idea how he had done, he 
felt curious. He decided not to guess his grades this time:
" ...m y curiosity is beginning to grow about how i've done with aii the written work...i 
reaiiy have no idea.J'm  not going to guess iike i  did iast semester as i  shaii have 
stopped writing the diary by the time the resuits are known...." 
this raises an important aspect of Alastair's relationship with the diary. The 
speculation of grades, it seems, was for the diary rather for his own process.
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‘STRESS'
Stressors 
personal crisis
In the first diary entry, Alastair's wife discovered that she had a malignant 
tumour. The distress made it hard for Alastair to concentrate on academic 
work. Extensions had been readily given but there was stress around trying 
to meet the extended deadlines.
academic issues
Another emergent theme for stress involved the impact of Alastair's desire to 
obtain an overall 2 .1 . for the degree, which seemed to impose a particular 
type of pressure. He had agreed to meet an extended deadline for an essay 
and felt that this particular piece of work was not in line for a 2.1. Early 
waking in the morning and lack of sleep seemed to be a pattern for Alastair 
when there was an evaluation experience imminent:
- woke early (4.00 am) thinking about a cognitive essay and counselling 
exam
- wants a 2 .1. and senses the work on the cognitive essay is not enough for 
that grade
- anxious about the essay and this intrudes on sleep
- hot weather increases fatigue
- interruptions
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Alastair stated the impact of evaluation on his stress levels clearly:
"moments o f highest stress are dependent on how I  am thinking about the exam at 
any particular moment"
"the gap between the targets set for study and the significantly less amounts achieved
- these are the fertile ground for feelings o f stress"
"the revision process is awful -d o  a b it in the morning full o f good intentions then 
things come along to distract"
"stress is the conflict between what I  feel I  should be doing academically and my 
'criticai parent admonishing me for failing to achieve the levels I  have set for myself"
There were some key themes and particular isolated experiences which also 
contributed to Alastair's stress levels:
- full awareness o f workload required for next deadline
- chose a particular essay topic - initial ideas and lecture content were miles 
apart
- recording a particularly good interview with the tape recorder on pause 
transcribing interviews
- end o f the degree a long way o ff- deadlines are not
- completion o f one phase o f the research project - moving towards essay 
writing - feeling fuzzy about them - head not around how to write them ------
uncomfortable stress - highest when trying to sleep
- worried about revision and lack o f time available before the exam
- feelings o f panic & anger against the lecturer o f the first exam but also
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aware that the anger maybe inaœurately directed
- tried to compare these feelings to exam period last year - and remembered 
that it was very uncomfortable then also
On one particular diary Alastair stated that this had been written on a morning 
when there was an exam in the afternoon. He described a mnemonic 
system, which he had used for two exam questions. He had remembered all 
but six, however the most important activity was to keep stress at bay: 
"everything i  do now is aimed at reducing stress because i sense that it  is the greatest 
potential block o f aii for me. The probi&n is  that tiie stress o f being in the exam room  
w ill be enough to knock o ff another ten letters I  can t remember.. "
A sharp contrast for the next diary after the examination was that Alastair was 
so relaxed and unstressed that he completely forgot to do the diary that 
evening. He had felt that he needed a certain amount of stress in order to be 
motivated towards goals and speculated about some of his stressors:
- awareness that stress is the worst enemy - but not doing enough to 
prevent serious pressure later
- a concurrent pattern - sees the amount o f work to be completed and feels 
pretty uncomfortable by 7.30 a.m. However, these uncomfortable feelings 
are better earlier rather than later because they engender motivation to
concentrate on getting things done
On some occasions Alastair forgot to complete the diary. He felt that this was 
an indication of malaise. When this occurred, Alastair wrote that he was 
surprised when he missed a diary entry and it seemed almost as if the diary
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was taking on a role of self-monitoring.
Diary 62: Alastair chose to write this diary as a whole rather than completing 
the sub-sections. There was a theme which was more important than the 
other sections for Alastair:
The essence of this was the feeling that there was so much to be done but a 
resistance to doing it. It had occurred to Alastair that although the day before 
he was acknowledging fatigue and doing 'unimportant things' unhurriedly and 
enjoyably he was building up his energy again. He was surprised that after 
all these years living and four years in academia that he had become so 
blinded by the objective (degree achievement) that he had not been listening 
to the messages of his mind and body. He felt that it was reasonable to feel 
tired by non-stop academic pressure (he deliberately chose not to use the 
word 'work') and felt that the only way he could find a day to recover was to 
'steal' it. He realised that it would be better to start the day with an 
acknowledgement that this would be a 'recovery' day and really get 'stuck 
into' other activities. In reality he felt that he would still feel the need to 'steal' 
time in the future.
Writing the diary on Good Friday and no sense that it is a public holiday. The 
following diary was written on Easter Monday and still did not feel like a 
holiday. Alastair also knew that he could not find a way of cutting corners in 
the writing of essays.
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personal Issues which exacerbated stress
- wife had a mastectomy and other procedures to attack her cancer
- wife has to make a decision about whether to have chemotherapy
- gout - tiredness (writing essays)
- visit to the Royal Marsden with wife
- sore throat and below par
- fatigue (after exams)
- insomnia - due to neck ache - anxious about the work to be done - get up 
to find physical and mental relief - a spiral
- forgot a second counselling appointment with a client - unpleasant and 
stressful
- nightmares -a t a time when the volume o f work is oppressive
- an acceptance that stress levels will be high when moving towards the end 
o f an academic year
reflections
7  never achieve the demands o f my inner se if- that causes me stress"
"surprising how the intensity o f the course catches up without being noticed as the 
semester progresses"
"sometimes when i  am trying to sieep at night, i  have screamed siientiy to myseif 
inside"
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Stress inhibitors
- knowing something was achieved academically over the summer break
- maintaining impetus on research project which is reassuring
- positive exam results - no pressure o f academic work for three weeks
- effective work
7  sensed my critical parent beginning to make itself felt so told it  to bugger o ff....it did  
and the day feit much better...! feel good about identifying the feeling and dealing with 
it"
- taking time out at the weekend - blocking out all academic thoughts
- driving to Scotland and back over a weekend - felt fresher than for some 
time
- stress seems to be low when working with some consistency and working 
towards the final objective
- satisfaction with worked achieved
- walking the dog
- knowing that when feeling too relaxed - this reduces incentive to do any 
academic work
- too tired to be stressed
- seeing others who are calm when there are 'horrendous deadlines' to meet
- re-reading relevant chapters o f a book on qualitative research and 
grounded theory, helps to keep the stress levels under control
At the beginning of semesters, stress was always lower for Alastair. Although 
he described coming into college with a mental set of 'guns blazing' it didn't
409
seem to work like that for Alastair. He saw the discipline of Psychology & 
Counselling needing a fair degree of reflection, which is not a 'bust/active' 
process and he had not found a way of speeding it up (Alastair acknowledged 
this as a high-brow excuse for his displacement activities).
He felt more relaxed when there was a feeling of having done SOME work - 
this engendered feelings of being on target for completion. This culminated 
in:
"good sleep" 
because:
"even a small amount o f work does wonders for reducing feelings o f stress and guilt" 
Further stress inhibitors included:
- seeing others who are in the same mood and with the same feelings of 
insufficient having been done
- sleeping pills - does not expect to sleep well until after the exam
- stress is kept down by having a feeling for how a large chunk of an essay 
is going to be managed
- reassuring to do some work - know nothing when you start - the act of 
doing enough reading results in something beginning to jump out at you:
"nice feeling"
- when working, stress is usually lower 
Reflections on stress:
"work is a kind o f reward by allowing you to live in a fool's paradise and ignore aii the 
crises that lie ahead. I like that; keep working because in that way you are cocooned 
from a wider reality whilst working towards its ' objectives"
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"the build up o f academic pressure produces anxiety in me; its ' build-up is gradual; I  
start o ff the semester knowing what is required work-wise and I  have the intention of 
getting weli ahead with i t  As my target dates for completion o f projects slip, it 
increases the anxiety. As the deadiines approach, there is an additionai anxiety, 
m ere then deveiops (and I have had it  for about 4 weeks now) a continuai, aimost 
non-stop feeling o f discomfort It is physlcai in both bodily fatigue and a tightening in 
the head like a headache is about to come"
Alastair went on to describe some of the symptoms he had been experiencing 
over the last 24 hours. These included unexpected urges to cry "no reason, it  
ju s t comes". Becoming 'obsessive' about some things unrelated to academic 
work which involved persistent checking of his back and garage door when 
leaving his house. This seemed to reflect a concern that someone was going 
to break into his office, find the keys and steal his car and motorcycle. It is 
interesting to note here that both these represent vehicles which transport 
him to weekends away from work as he had described earlier in his diary. 
Whilst sleeping his body goes into spasms or flinches when thinking of things 
he has forgotten to do. He has no doubts that he will complete the 'last
furlong' however "it makes arrogant assumptions about health etc."
Interestingly there was a calm period before the finals where stress levels 
appeared to reduce - this seemed to be rooted in a sense that Alastair was 
going to get there and therefore there was nothing to worry about. He found 
it odd that there was more stress when there was more time to do the work. 
However, in the last couple of days of the degree stress started to manifest
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itself again. This involved an inability to handle any decisions or difficulties 
outside academic work. This last rush of stress was interpreted by Alastair 
as perhaps facing an unknown future after the degree. However, he was not 
clear about the explanation although he did acknowledge that he was both 
physically and mentally tired which may reduce his defences.
Forty-eight hours before handing in his final piece of written work Alastair felt 
stronger mentally. Although he was not sure whether he was stressed, he 
was bored. Bored with the work and even more bored with the pressure of it. 
There was a certain 'cut out' atmosphere around the penultimate diary entry. 
Alastair said that he was doing almost no work for his exam and was only 
looking for a pass (35%).
During the period of time in which Alastair kept the diary, it seemed that there 
were times when the diary became an integrated part of Alastair's experience 
of the degree itself. At times the diary seemed like a friend whilst there were 
other times when the diary was an irritation. It had been made explicitly clear 
to Alastair that at any time he was at liberty to stop writing the diary and that if 
there were times when he had nothing to say or did not feel like saying 
anything that this was his choice.
The sub-section 'writing the diary' provided an opportunity for both Alastair 
and the researcher to monitor the diary process itself. This contained 
experiences of writing the diary itself and was integrated into the design as a 
methodological monitor to record some of the issues which might evolve from
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the process of writing the diary itself. It was also felt that if the case study 
was effective in illuminating the investigation further, this would be a useful 
approach for further research which could include a number of case studies. 
This section was also an important indicator to any problems in terms of the 
structure of the diary which may inhibit Alastair's writing.
WRITING THE DIARY
The first diary entry started 7  fee/ o k  about it..perhaps even therapeutic".
Alastair acknowledged that it would be difficult to separate out academic 
issues from emotional feelings since he felt the two were inseparable for him 
since mood plays such an important part in his ability to concentrate on 
academic work. In the early diary entries Alastair felt the diary to be 
'valuable and interesting' since it provided him with an opportunity to examine 
the process of conflict between academic ambition and personal crisis. 
Although he felt that the diary was fairly time consuming he felt that this was 
a positive additional opportunity to reflect on how he felt about academic 
work and he liked the feeling.
In the early phase of the diary, Alastair reflected on his own process of writing 
the diary. This related to which days in the week were best for him and also 
whether the structure needed to be adjusted the more he became involved 
with the process. At the outset there was a sense that the diary was being 
written to the researcher. However, Alastair's relationship with the diary 
shifted after a while and the diary appeared to take on an entity of it's own.
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This is exemplified in the following extract when Alastair had returned from 
his summer holiday ready to start his final academic year:
"Glad to be back. I  have thought o f the diary often whilst away on holiday........”
The following entry observed that he had been a day late in writing but felt
that this probably didn't matter since he did not have a lot to say. Therefore
the relationship with the diary had become fairly well understood in that it
served a purpose for both him and the research when there was a particular
issue that was worth writing about. For the most part, in the early phase of
the diary this section reflected a positive experience:
"it is making me think about the processes i  am going through each day and I  am 
finding that interesting. Glad to be doing i t  "
There were occasions however, when writing the diary was not 
straightforward. This appeared to be particularly the case when Alastair was 
experiencing discomfort or was feeling generally tired:
"a b it uncomfortable today, it's easier to write good news"
There were also times when Alastair reflected on the amount of personal 
disclosure that went into the diary, but explained:
"a lo t o f personal stuff seems to go in here but as it  plays an inevitable part in the 
ability to manage academic work, in it  goes"
This is a clear indication that during the process of writing the diary, it was 
inappropriate for Alastair to separate personal and academic experiences.
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Over a period of time, there was a sense that Alastair was perhaps frustrated 
by the one-way nature of the diary. The researcher had decided to leave 
Alastair and the diary to themselves for a while and at this time there was 
concern that Alastair may have experienced this as a rejection. This was 
discussed and resolved outside the diary. On one occasion Alastair stated 
that the diary had been saved a lot of swearing and anger which was sent to 
a fellow student instead. On this occasion he received an e-mail back from 
his friend who had written gentle words of encouragement. Alastair had 
enjoyed and appreciated his reply. It had occurred to the researcher on this 
occasion that perhaps this is what Alastair would have liked from the diary - a 
response when the content was emotionally laden. Although at the outset, 
the researcher had sometimes responded to the diary, it was felt that this may 
introduce too much of an ongoing dialogue with the researcher which may 
have detracted from the self-reflective process. Over involvement on the part 
of the researcher may have intruded on the diary content whilst under 
involvement may have been perceived as rejection or disinterest for the 
participant. This issue was discussed and it was agreed that the researcher 
would look at the diary as a whole when it was complete. This alleviated any 
tension that was potentially building up as a result of the minimal involvement 
on the part of the researcher. Brief meetings were held at intermittent 
intervals in order to discuss the diary and on each occasion it was 
emphasised that Alastair had the choice to stop the diary if he so desired. 
Approximately six months into the diary, it became clear that Alastair's 
relationship with the diary was his own:
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7  fee/ OK about it  but dont feel there are any very Intense feelings floating around to 
put down here. Still, it's my diary and this is the way I  am feeling"
This was a clear indication that Alastair had now developed a relationship 
with the diary which was very much his own and the research aspect of it had 
become fairly marginal. At this point, the self-consciousness which often 
arises from the context of the 'researcher' and the 'researched' seems to have 
been considerably reduced. However, there was still a sense that Alastair 
was trying to find out what the researcher was looking for rather than feeling 
completely free and unconstrained by the 'role' of the 'researched':
"...i am aware that there is n ta  io t o f inspiring and introspective stuff here at the 
m om ent...."
This suggests that Alastair had formulated a particular construction of the 
required diary content. Although the diary was structured in the sense that 
there were five sub-sections to complete, there had been no further direction 
about the nature of content required. During the time when Alastair was 
undertaking his own qualitative research, he referred to the depth of content 
more often. He had been frustrated that he had not managed to obtain the 
richness and depth of disclose from his own interviewees that he had hoped 
for.
When Alastair was experiencing particularly sharp periods in his life, he 
sometimes felt frustrated that he omitted to include important events or 
experiences in the diary. This reflected a deep commitment to the diary and 
a particular kind of relationship:
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"....ne worst thing of not writing the diary every day is that i miss things.....when out 
walking yesterday I thought of something important about writing in the diary and i ’d
forgotten what it was. .....It may have been the idea that this diary is not just in
my mind when it is time to write it....l have some form of relationship with it and it 
isn t  unusual for me at any lime or place to wonder what I might say to the diary about 
what it is on my mind at that moment However once at the keyboard...it's gone"
One of the functions of the diary for Alastair was a vehicle to self-monitor 
stress levels:
7  notice shorter entries at the moment which is probably good news in terms of stress 
because it means that things are not getting to me in a way that makes me remember 
them when it comes to diary writing time"
For Alastair, it seemed that in terms of quantity, the less there was written in 
the diary the more likely he was to be feeling an equilibrium in terms of 
stress. This was re-enforced by the next diary entry which simply stated: 
"Feeling fairly flippant and relaxed at the moment"
Although it had been made clear to Alastair that if there was nothing to say in 
the diary this was not a problem, he felt that although he sometimes felt there 
was nothing to say, the process of sitting down and writing often raised ideas 
therefore it was worth making the effort:
7 dont feel there Is much really brewing up inside me to make It riveting stuff. But if  I 
dont write it (the diary) then ideas that do occasionally come up will be overlooked"
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Towards the latter part of the diary and during the analysis of Alastair's third 
year research project, we maintained closer contact through a mutual interest 
in the qualitative data analysis package WINMAX. Alastair had voiced 
interest in this and the researcher had developed some skills in it's use which 
she shared with Alastair who suggested that this may be another incentive to 
continue with the diary:
7  am not an entirely disinterested participant as the use of WINMAX brings us into 
contact for other reasons. That's the joy of quaiitative research because i don t  see 
the additionai contact altering what i write here, it might motivate me to keep going 
with increased dedication "
As Alastair's degree course was coming to an end which also meant the end 
of the diary in this context he started to reflect on how this would feel:
7  was thinking as I started to write today's diary what a strange feeling it wiil be when 
i am told the diary is no longer required. Perhaps it will be the end of a task with 
some effort involved but It will also be the end of something that I have found 
interesting and worthwhile forme"
The following diary was described as being 'a bit of a drag this evening' 
and perhaps there was a need to gradually withdraw from it before it came to 
an abrupt end. However, the next entry voiced a complete commitment to the 
diary:
"the diary is the diary regardless of other pressures"
and on another occasion he described his relationship with the diary:
"It's like an old friend"
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As the end of the degree and the diary became closer, there were a number 
of occasions when the diary was described as a bit of a 'chore' or a feeling of 
impatience with it:
"a chore today but not that bad that I'll desert an old friend!"
The end of the degree meant a lot to Alastair as had the degree itself and the 
diary had become part of the whole experience:
"I'm thinking about endings. When I have handed In my research report after all that 
work, it was a quiet non-event Is that what happens when I write my last diary in 
three weeks time? Doesn't academic iife go out with a whimper!"
Alastair left college to travel on his motorcycle after his finals. However, the 
rite of passage and the diary was celebrated with cold champagne on 
campus on his return to England.
The final section of the diary provided a forum for Alastair to write about any 
other issues which he felt were important but not addressed in the other 
sections of the diary.
‘OTHER THOUGHTS'
The diary had started with a personal crisis and 'other thoughts' initially 
contained an inner dialogue about a struggle with having to accept 
extensions to deadlines for coursework whilst feeling that he should be able 
and strong enough to cope with the crisis as well as coursework. There was 
much emotional disturbance for Alastair at this time and this was expressed 
in this section of the diary. It seemed that in one particular diary, this inner
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dialogue performed the purpose of problem solving which ultimately resulted 
in the decision to defer work in order to prioritise his personal responsibilities.
Early in the third year, Alastair had decided that he wanted to obtain a 2.1 for 
his degree since he felt this would be a requirement if he was going to pursue 
academic paths in the future. However, shortly after this decision he 
received two grades which were below his expectation and this caused 
considerable disappointment and frustration. This was shortly followed by a 
request from a lecturer to help with the layout of a poster presentation for a 
conference. This had boosted Alastair's confidence and he felt this was 
perhaps particularly important for 'mature students' since there is 
considerable satisfaction gained from 'putting something back' in an 
environment when one is receiving all the time. It also felt important to gain 
some control over events which is not readily available when in the role of 
student. It appeared that there was some sense of relief by the equalising 
nature of this involvement and Alastair felt re-assured that a member of staff 
had the humility to accept that there are occasions when staff may learn from 
students.
On one occasion Alastair reflected on his surprise about how his relationship 
with academia fluctuated:
"it is surprising to me how disappointed I can be on one day with academia and then 
equally high on the next Not a iot has actualiy changed in between, except my 
perception about the work and where I am in relation to it"
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This observation seems to emphasise the transient nature of the 
undergraduate experience and highlights the epistemological problems 
involved with an attempt to understand student experiences in HE. Alastair 
went on to say:
"....now if  I could just maintain a positive perception all the time....."
Although this is without doubt a positive approach to studying it may, 
however, also be unrealistic when considering the amount of external and 
internal experiences which may challenge the 'feel good factor*.
During the early phase of the first semester for the third and final year, 
Alastair experienced a number of mixed feelings about his relationship with 
academia. He was contemplating what to do after the degree and felt 
uncomfortable about the ending. He also experienced anger at times and 
was unsure about where this was rooted. He speculated that he might simply 
be getting stale from it:
—something like you cant enjoy strawberries and cream forever, never mind how 
good they taste... "
There was a still substantial anxiety about Alastair's wife and he wrote about 
his feelings in this section of the diary. However, by diary 29 Alastair wrote 
that his wife had been given authentic clearance from any further cancer. 
There was a particular occasion in an experiential group for the counselling 
course where Alastair had 'exploded with anger'. He was surprised by the 
energy and muster behind this. The following morning he had woken with a 
sore throat and discomfort. From his past experiences he remembered that 
this anger often preceded some form of minor physical illness. He had felt
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bad about the outburst and felt that it was not entirely rational.
On another occasion, Alastair decided to write two diaries in one day. He 
wrote in the morning and felt that he wanted to write it all over again in the 
evening. He had started the day with high expectations for achieving some 
effective work and had not worked as hard as he had intended. He described 
the events of the day which had included a considerable amount of 
'displacement activities'. It had felt important to Alastair to inform the diary 
about how he had experienced this:
"....it is extraordinary how important these things are when you are in the present and 
how insignificant it seems when I iook back and question my commitment to 
academic work, it seems to heip to not lose sight of the fact that it is much the same, 
to a lesser or greater extent, for others studying for a degree. In this way I can share 
the burden of guilt with others and I dont feel so isolated and individual when I dont 
come up to the expectations of my critical parent".
During the Christmas holiday the diary heard that Alastair was feeling flat.
He was tired and felt tired of the work. It was feeling a 'grind' and he was 
resentful about his feelings since he was aware that the opportunity was short 
and did not want to feel anything by joy about what he was doing at college. 
However, this was shortly alleviated by an invitation to attend a Christening of 
one of his fellow students' baby at the college Chapel. He felt that this was 
an act of 'enrichment' which would make his memory of college even more 
meaningful when the course ended:
".....this ending is going to be very significant forme with much joy and sadness"
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Before the end of term for the Easter break, Alastair was still trying to come to 
terms with the end of the degree:
"...it wiil seem such an amazing anti-climax to walk out of an exam and realise that 
one's time at the college has come to an end. No trumpets, no clapping - Just 
shuffling off home...."
On the fiftieth diary completion Alastair wrote about his feelings about the 
diary and his attitude about it's ultimate function:
"...what a strange and interesting experience it is. / hope i wili have the opportunity
of enjoying any insights that come from it, but strictly on the basis that it doesn t  
water down what needs to be said, i would prefer It was used for that Job than a few 
moments entertainment for me!"
Alastair often referred to his feelings of tiredness and boredom with the 
degree. There appeared to be a more 'functional' approach which may have 
been symptomatic of the energy which was being sapped over the last years 
of academic demands. The anger was also expressed intermittently and on 
one occasion this was rooted in a frustration felt about one of the lecturers' 
teaching style. He had felt unable to do anything about this since the 
completion of the degree had to take precedence.
For diary entry seventy-two, Alastair wrote that he had read some of his 
earlier diaries which he had deliberately avoided doing since he had not 
wanted earlier diary entries to influence his thought processes. However, he 
had been surprised that the recall through the diary could evoke such strong 
emotions.
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Alastair continued to be bored with the work and felt that this was the worst 
aspect of the pressure. Although he knew that he had to get the work done, 
he had become bored with the process. He found the reading 'fun' but 
turning it into a bit of academic work had *spoiitir. However, he also 
observed that if it was not for the academic imperative he would not be 
reading it in the first place therefore felt 'there's no gain without pain!'.
There was a period of slight relief from these negative feelings which were 
described as 'peaceful'. Although Alastair stated that he did not want to 
analyze this too much he felt this was probably due to his research 
supervisor:
"saying nice things about m y research and that's a VERY nice feeiing"
As the degree was coming to an end, feelings of anxiety, fatigue and 
depression were expressed in the diary. Alastair felt that this was partly due 
to the academic pressure but perhaps also due to side-effects of sleeping 
pills which he had stopped taking.
The completion of the Degree
Alastair's final diary was written straight after the completion of his degree. 
Although he felt well and had many exciting things to do, he had no strong 
feelings of elation. For the first time he had gone shopping with no guilty 
conscience 'ate ice cream and waiked around doing very iittie, very siow iÿ . He 
wrote that the diary had to be 'wrapped up but there is no pretty paper and 
ribbon for a big bow to do this with'. Alastair had decided not to go back
424
through his diary entries but wanted to summarise:
"What I  sense is major shiHs o f feeiing. The diary s^rts  right at the pinnacie o f the 
most stressful experience o f my whoie iife; what a strange coincidence that 
wasL...Basicaliy I  remember this year as a hard one. I  have continued to enjoy the 
company o f my coiieagues on the course and much o f the course content but the 
work at home became much harder and i  sense that it  became much more an exercise 
in determ ination.............! became much more strategic about how I  was going to reach
the end o f the degree satisiactoriiy rather than taking in the infonnation for the jo y  o f 
learning...! fe lt that sh/A as significant because it  is  harder for me to motivate myself 
with such a shift in attitude"
In light of the question about why individuals decide to participate in HE, this 
observation illuminates a shift in experience at a particular point of the 
degree. If an individual has chosen to participate for the joy of learning itself, 
the continuing pressure to meet deadlines over an extended period of time 
may conflict with this motivation. When Alastair was under pressure, the 
diary often heard a sense of boredom, frustration and sometimes anger. This 
also seemed to be exacerbated by the need to take a 'functional' approach 
to the academic work. Whilst some may be comfortable with this mode of 
study, there may be others who find this inappropriate for their personal 
needs. Therefore if information is gained about individuals reasons for 
undertaking the degree, this may provide clues about how the degree may be 
experienced at particular times during the course of three years.
Alastair was sure that his dissatisfaction with his efforts would become clear 
in the diary, however he felt that it should also have heard his everlasting
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determination that he was going to finish it. This commitment was always 
alive because he was acutely aware of how short the time out in academia 
would seem in retrospect.
In terms of the diary itself, Alastair felt that it had been a worthwhile project 
and would be content, even if in the end, it did not form any part of the 
research itself. It had given him time for him for reflections and he had felt 
this had been worth the effort. Alastair reflected on the diary and finally 
concluded:
 it  has always been a companion and, like ail companions, our relationship has
varied week to week. Sometimes i  have enjoyed its company, sometimes not, but 
always content to have it  with me.
Good-bye diary.
Alastair"
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DISCUSSION
Communication in the form of 'letters' through e-mail are more likely to be rich 
in inner experience since they afford an opportunity for identity and self­
reflection (Espin et al., 1990).
This diary provided first hand information about the internal processes of this 
re-entry student as he progressed through the final year of his degree in 
Psychology and Counselling. There were a number of central themes which 
emerged from the analysis of the diary and some of these related to earlier 
findings in the research. The reason to participate in HE has been a central 
question throughout the investigation and it appeared that this may involve a 
number of different elements. It became clear through the diary that Alastair 
had more than one reason for studying for the degree. At different points of 
the academic year the interrelationship between his motivation to participate 
and his experience of the degree became conflictuel. At times of intense 
pressure the part of himself which had wanted to study for the enjoyment of 
learning itself was in conflict with the 'functional' demands of the course. The 
potential to enjoy material and new information is perhaps reduced when 
there is more information to be processed than 'digested'. This related to a 
previous finding from the quantitative study where students who had decided 
to participate in HE for the enjoyment of learning (cognitive interest) tended to 
have a positive academic self-concept. However, Alastair's experience adds
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another dimension to this where academic self-concept may be reduced 
when the desire to enjoy studying is challenged by the process. Alastair 
referred to feelings of discomfort in the stomach during times of heightened 
pressure and the physical symptoms may have reflected this 'indigestion' of 
material. Another dimension to Alastair's motivation to undertake the degree 
course was for instrumental reasons. As the diary progressed, Alastair wrote 
about his desire to obtain a 2.1 for the degree. This was partly for 
professional goals in that he felt that a 2.1. would increase the possibility of 
obtain work in academia after the degree. This also supports an early finding 
from the quantitative study where Hierarchical Multiple Regression analysis 
found an association between raised academic stress levels and students 
who had decided to participate in HE for professional goals. Therefore, it 
seems likely that there maybe more than one reason to participate in HE and 
these may provide clues about psychological states of equilibrium or 
disequilibrium at different points in the course.
There were occasions when 'Alastair' expressed a certain amount of comfort 
gained from the knowledge that he was not on his own with some of the 
difficulties he experienced as an undergraduate student. Therefore, the 
interaction with other students may provide a useful forum in which shared 
experiences alleviate some of the feelings of despair and loneliness which 
can prevail in times of stress.
428
Alastair sometimes expressed surprise at his own experiences whilst writing 
about inner struggles in the diary. It seemed that through the process of 
recording his feelings on a regular basis, he discovered aspects of himself in 
relation to the student experience which may not have been found so readily 
without the diary. It appeared that sometimes he had no choice but to 
address these in order to maintain his own balance and these internal 
struggles were often addressed in the diary. The diary emphasised that 
when asking students about their experience of HE, this was indeed a multi­
faceted experience which cannot be separated from wider life experiences. 
This was particularly evident when Alastair wrote about stress. Equilibrium or 
disequilibrium were influenced by both academic and personal experiences 
and these interacted with each other.
One of the limitations of the case study involves a change in experience of 
the phenomenon under investigation as a result of being involved with the 
research. As the diary progressed, it became clear that there was a certain 
amount of benefit gained from the diary process itself. Therefore, it could be 
argued that Alastair's experience may have been different as a result of 
taking part in the research.
During the course of the diary the mutual benefits for both 'researchers' i.e. 
the diarist and the diary recipient manifested itself in a number of different 
ways. From the researcher's perspective the case study became an 
important dimension to the whole research process. Maintaining a balance
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between a macro and micro approach ensured that the researcher did not 
become removed from the issues which were being investigated and an 
ongoing dialogue with an individual who was 'living' the experience kept the 
research 'alive'.
Over the year when Alastair was completing the diary we had 
communications through E-mail which were described as 'not the diary' when 
I felt that some kind of response to some of the entries was appropriate. This 
was particularly the case in the initial phases when personal issues were 
distressing for Alastair. However, after a few months when the process was 
established it was explained to Alastair that my involvement would be limited 
and the diary would be read as a whole on completion. This did not detract 
from an ongoing dialogue about the process either informally in passing, 
through E-mail communications or a brief meeting to maintain a personal 
contact.
A diary format which relies on an inner dialogue with the diarist where he 
follows his own interpretations of his moods could be interpreted as both an 
advantage and a limitation. This is unlike the interview format where the 
interviewer follows up on some issues by probing and potentially redirecting 
the interviewee away from their own reflections. Therefore the interview 
approach may involve more likelihood of the researcher constructing the 
'story' by guiding the interviewee to their own hypothesis. The researchers' 
own subjective interest may also inform the content which is either written in 
or out of the final analysis.
430
One of the advantages of the case study approach which became 
progressively poignant, was the depth of detail which emerged from the diary. 
This was not monitored or discouraged at any time during the diary process 
and therefore the content was entirely driven by the diarist. Previously, when 
asked about experiences in HE both in the questionnaire and the interviews 
there was a sense of skimming through feelings and experiences. The 
extended time available to reflect without a sense of urgency to 'tell the whole 
story' provided an opportunity to elaborate on these. There was also some 
value in the context in which the diary was written. Although this was 
recorded twice a week, Alastair had a choice about the time of day he 
decided to write. He was in control of the process. On occasions he forgot to 
write the diary and although he always commented on this, the freedom to 
write or not may have facilitated his relationship with the diary in that it 
became his own.
Overall, it seemed that positive family experiences often provided an 
equilibrium for Alastair. The times when Alastair was alone with his studies 
were the times he seemed to be low generally - and this had an impact on his 
academic work. Therefore this may add another dimension to the 
understanding of students who go through the degree in 'isolation', lonely or 
with limited social contact.
This approach to the investigation into the student experience has provided a
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rich depth of insights. The longitudinal approach has captured shifts in 
experiences at different points of the academic year and this may open the 
door to more questions which need to be addressed in future research. The 
interrelationship between academic and personal experiences was succinctly 
encapsulated by Alastair and his diary. A further investigation into the 
interaction between these would provide a deeper understanding of the 
complex phenomenon of the undergraduate experience in HE.
Although the diary did not hear this - Alastair told me that he did obtain his 
cherished 2.1. in the end.
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CHAPTER VII
DISCUSSION
This research has examined the experience of undergraduate students in the 
1990s and a student centred approach was incorporated into the design 
throughout all the investigations in order to explore some of the complex 
phenomenon involved. A combination of qualitative and quantitative 
methodologies using a multi-variate approach was adopted to investigate the 
roots of personal and prior education experiences. These were examined in 
relation to their impact on students' current experiences of HE.
The substantial increase in student numbers in HE has resulted in an 
expanded and diverse student population in the 1990s (see Table 1 ). If 
establishments of HE rest on the assumption that enrolment figures will 
continue to increase at the current rate without acknowledging the impact of 
expansion on undergraduates, there is a potential risk that recruitment figures 
may fall. Indeed there appears to be some evidence that this trend is already 
emerging. The current figures from UCAS (cited in The Lecturer, April, 1998) 
indicate a fall in applications for 1998 entry of an average of 4.2%. In 
addition it appears that there is a very substantial reduction of 18.3% in 
applications from re-entry students (25 years and over). NATFHE argues 
that this is largely due to the imposition of the £1,000 a year tuition fee which 
will be imposed on students this Autumn of 1998. The General Secretary 
stated:
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The government may talk about widening access, but the hard 
facts are that fees are a massive barrier to those wanting a second 
chance out of the education system" (The Lecturer, Aprii 1998 pp.1)
There is, however, a hidden meaning in this statement, where it appears that 
it is only re-entry students who are experiencing adverse effects from 
financial constraints. What about those who want a first chance out of the 
education system? I would argue that there is a problematic value judgement 
inherent in claims that re-entry students have more to gain in HE than direct- 
entry students. For an eighteen year old to have the heart and commitment 
to undertake a three year degree course with severe financial hardship, 
having to work extremely long hours in paid work as well as working full time 
for the degree in order to pay the bills, no guarantee of work afterwards and a 
substantial debt to pay off on completion of the degree, at least they must feel 
that they have a lot to gain from HE. Of course this potentially applies to all 
students, therefore, it seems inappropriate to use linguistics which contain 
age stereotyping i.e. 'mature students' adult learners' and 'school leavers', 
when talking about different groups of students. The terms direct and re­
entry are relatively neutral in terms of age stratification. This research has 
indicated that both direct and re-entry students may experience difficulties 
whilst studying for the degree, however the nature of these are sometimes 
different.
There has been a particularly sharp increase in the numbers of re-entry 
students undertaking full-time degrees and this was initially an economic
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drive where these students generated more income for HE. This increase in 
the re-entry student population has generated much research on this 
particular group and at the outset I argued that some of this rests on 
assumptions about chronological age differences. This may conceal 
variables which could provide more in-depth insights into the subtle 
differences of experiences in HE. Apart from the potential impact on HE 
establishments as a result of demographic changes, there is also a 
humanistic principle which concerns the psychological wellbeing of students 
themselves.
Another phenomenon which this research has examined, is the current 
experience of direct entry students. In the past, the majority of 
undergraduate students were eighteen years old and had come straight to 
HE from school. They were therefore learning in a context where their peers 
were of the same age cohort. In the 1990s, there is now a situation where 
eighteen year olds are studying for their degree alongside peers who may be 
of a similar age to their parents. Indeed, there are some re-entry students 
who have 'children' studying for the degree at the same time.
Direct & Re-entry Students Experiences of Each Other
One of the key themes which emerged from the interviews involved 
discussion about age differences. It appeared that diversity of students 
according to age differences promoted different responses from both direct 
and re-entry students. Some direct entry students felt that working with re­
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entry students was a difficult challenge at the outset. When the topic area for 
discussion involved human life issues, some direct entry students felt 
inadequate compared to re-entry students. This was explained as a 
perception that re-entry students had more to contribute because that had 
more life experience. It also appeared that some direct entry students were 
frustrated about the extent to which re-entry students wanted to talk and 
discuss issues which arose from lectures. In addition, there was an 
indication that some direct entry students felt that they would have benefitted 
from a break between school and college. This stemmed from an observation 
that re-entry students appeared to be more self-motivated and independent in 
their learning having had a break in their formal education. This supported 
Richter-Antion's (1986) argument that re-entry students are likely to have a 
greater sense of purpose and have a diversity of life experiences than direct 
entry students. It also appeared that for some direct entry students, there 
was a sense of frustration that re-entry students are perceived as having 
more stress and difficulties than them. Richter-Antion (1986) also argued 
that re-entry students may have an advantage over direct entry students 
since they are not learning to function independently for the first time. This 
was re-enforced by Hanna who was a direct entry student and had felt that it 
was important for re-entry students and tutors to acknowledge that many 
direct entry students are leaving home for the first time. If they do not form 
good friendships, then college life can be very lonely. There was also a 
certain amount of frustration expressed by some direct entry students in 
relation to re-entry students who doubted their ability. It seemed that on one
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level re-entry students projected confidence in discussion around material 
present in lectures, but on another they also talked about anxieties about 
their academic work. The frustration involved the amount of time spent 
having to talk about these anxieties, when they wanted to work. This linked 
to Daines's (1992) argument that 'adults' are likely to lack confidence in 
themselves as learners and underestimate their own powers. Therefore, if 
these anxieties are a result of underestimating ability rather than 'real' 
inability, perhaps these direct entry students perceived the presentation of 
anxiety as form of 'attention seeking' rather than a real need for 
understanding.
The first study examined the student experience by investigating how past 
experiences of school and reasons to participate in HE may interact with the 
current undergraduate experience. This also involved an investigation into 
age and gender differences in relation to these questions. The second study 
investigated the findings through in-depth interviews and a case study which 
provided further insights through a longitudinal approach.
The Impact of School on Current Experiences in HE
There has been much reference to academic self-concept and global self­
esteem being adversely affected by negative experiences at school (Daines, 
1992; Coopersmith, 1975; Hopper and Osbourne, 1975). This research 
found strong evidence to support the argument that re-entry students come 
into HE having had negative experiences at school, however the question of
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its impact on academic self-concept and self-esteem involved a complex 
interaction between different variables. Negative school experiences did not 
necessarily indicate that current levels of academic self-concept, self-esteem 
or academic stress at college have been adversely affected by this. 
Therefore the assumption that negative school experiences have a negative 
impact on the undergraduate experience has been challenged.
As indicated in the introduction to this thesis, Hatcher et al. (1991) advocated 
a need to examine the effects of external constraints which may inhibit 
successful student development. Therefore, this research has taken a multi­
variate approach to this question and has examined both external and 
internal constraints on student development. Rather than describing school 
as a single experience, specific aspects of this were identified from focus 
group interviews with the students themselves. These included relationships 
with teachers, approaches to studying and friendships at school. This 
approach revealed a number of intervening variables which accounted for 
different levels of current self-esteem, academic self-concept and academic 
stress. It appeared that particular dimensions of the school experience held 
different 'keys' to understanding the impact of school on current experience at 
college. For example, it appeared that when students reported that they had 
effective approaches to studying at school, they were more likely to have 
positive academic self-concept at college. This supported Rogers' (1986) 
concept of 'meta-learning' which involves a by product of learning where 
individuals may experience a positive or negative 'learning loop'. This by­
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product of learning infers that students feel differently about themselves as a 
result of achieving some piece of learning for it's own sake. He suggested 
that this may promote more confidence and a more positive self-concept. It is 
important however, to acknowledge that a positive approach to studying does 
not always mean that the outcomes are also perceived as successful.
Direct entry male students were closely associated with negative academic 
experiences at school. However, they were also closely related to high levels 
of self-esteem. This provided further evidence to suggest that negative 
experiences of school are not necessarily the foundations of negative self­
esteem.
In relation to re-entry students, London and Ewing (1982) acknowledged age 
cohort differences where individuals who had experienced school in the 
1940s and 1950s would have different approaches and attitudes to college 
and learning than those who completed school in the 1990s. The qualitative 
study (Study II) found further evidence to show that re-entry students 
reported the most negative experiences of school overall. However, in this 
investigation a gender difference was also found where female re-entry 
students were more likely to have had negative experiences of school than 
the other groups. Although re-entry female students reported the worst 
experiences of school it also appeared that they were closely related to 
positive academic self-concept at that time. This provided further evidence 
that school experiences were multi-faceted and when students report that this
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was negative overall, this may depend on what they considered to be the 
most important aspects of school. For example, if an individual places much 
value on the social aspect of school and they are isolated, they may feel that 
school was a negative experience overall. However, if an individual places 
more importance on the academic dimension of school and they 
underachieve, this may be influence their overall experience. Therefore, 
when referring to school as overall positive or negative, it was important to 
establish how different individuals conceptualised their school experiences 
overall by listening to individuals education 'stories'. However, it is also 
important to acknowledge the reconstructive nature of memory when asking 
individuals to recall past experiences. Rothenberg (1994) argued that 
memories are not objective 'truths' since they maybe 'reconstructions' and 
they have a personal 'truth' upon which belief systems are built. Therefore, 
memories of school may have been reconstructed and their relative impact on 
the individual may have been influenced by subsequent experiences.
The 'Roots' of Current Levels of Academic Self-concept, Self-esteem & 
Academic Stress
Academic Self-concept & Self-esteem
Daines (1992) focused on re-entry students as a homogenous group of 
learners and suggested that many of them underestimate their own powers of 
achievement. However, this research has found that re-entry male 
undergraduates were high in academic self-concept and self-esteem. It was 
direct entry female students who had the most self-doubt overall and re-entry
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female students who were most likely to doubt their academic ability at 
college. This suggested that for re-entry females, experiences in the break 
between school may have negatively impacted on academic self-concept 
given that their academic self-concept was reported as positive at school. 
This finding appears to partially support Krager et al. (1990) who argued that 
when there is a gap between school and college there maybe reduced 
confidence in academic ability. This does not explain however why re-entry 
male students appear to report positive academic self-concept. This could be 
explained however, by some of the negative work experiences described by 
re-entry females in the break between school and college and their reasons 
to participate in HE. Study I had shown that re-entry female students were 
most likely to participate in HE for cognitive interest. However, the content 
analysis also revealed that for some re-entry females, negative work 
experiences in the break between school and college had been part of their 
reason to undertake the degree. Study II provided examples of this where a 
number of re-entry females talked about their experiences of low status work 
prior to the degree, and how this had negatively impacted on their 
confidence. In contrast, re-entry males rarely reported negative work 
experiences.
By investigating age and gender differences a more comprehensive 
understanding emerged and demonstrated that the categorization of students 
by age and gender does not acknowledge the diversity of experiences within 
these groups.
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Friendships at school and reasons for participating in HE also appeared to 
influence current levels of academic self-concept. To make causal links 
between age and academic self-concept as has previously been done, is 
clearly insufficient to explain the complex and subtle differences in the 
student experience according to age. Galliano & Gildea (1982) suggested 
that the benefits of participation in HE may outweigh the disadvantages 
through increased self-confidence and the ability to meet new friends. There 
is however, an important distinction to be made between self-confidence and 
academic self-concept. Study II did reveal that the majority of students 
interviewed described their overall experience at college as positive. 
Although, there was clear evidence to show that re-entry students in 
particular had doubts about their academic ability, this did not appear to 
detract from their overall experience. Therefore, it appeared that the benefits 
did outweigh the disadvantages.
In relation to self-esteem, the qualitative study did support research 
undertaken by Oken (1991) where it appeared that students who have low 
self-esteem may 'trunkate' their emotional and cognitive responses to 
favourable feedback in order to maintain a well established negative learner 
identity. There was a strong association between negative academic self- 
concept and low self-esteem. Study II also found that direct entry males had 
the highest levels of self-esteem and were not associated with a negative 
academic self-concept in any of the analyses. Therefore, the relationship
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between academic self-concept and global self-esteem maybe linked in a 
complex network of interrelationships with other variables. Depending on the 
roots of a positive or negative academic self-concept, the experience of 
evaluation may be different for a variety of reasons. If the roots of a negative 
academic self-concept are in negative prior experiences of education at 
school, this would suggest that a negative learner identity was constructed by 
the teachers. However, it appeared that family and parents also played an 
important role in the construction of academic self-concept.
Academic Stress
Abouserie (1994) argued that university students have not been prioritised as 
a population in stress-related research. This research has supported 
Abouserie's findings that females were more academically stressed than 
males and in addition, a further finding revealed that there was an age 
difference where direct entry females reported the highest levels of academic 
stress. Initially this emerged from the quantitative study and was further 
confirmed in the qualitative study. It was argued that this may be linked to 
another finding which relates to reasons for participating in HE. It appeared 
that academic stress was most closely associated with individuals who chose 
to participate in HE to improve their career prospects (career goals) and this 
motivation was most closely associated with direct entry students. It would 
seem therefore, that the reason to participate in HE may also be an important 
indicator of stress. If part of the reason to participate in HE is to ensure 
independence and the avoidance of dependency in their adult life, then their
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incentive to obtain a 2.1 or first class grade for the degree is increased. The 
knowledge that there is much competition for work after the degree, 
combined with overall feelings of self-doubt provides sound basis for 
increased levels of academic stress. However, it was also observed that this 
group of students were most closely associated with overall positive 
experiences at college and good friendships. This suggests that the 
interpersonal aspect of college is an important element for a positive overall 
undergraduate experience for direct entry female undergraduates, although 
this does not appear to alleviate their stress levels. The qualitative study 
revealed further evidence to show that direct entry female students were 
currently more academically stressed and were more likely to have doubts in 
themselves.
The interviews provided a depth of information about experiences of stress at 
college and highlighted some of the feelings that this generated. On further 
examination it emerged that when talking about academic stress at college, 
direct entry students often talked about difficulties involved with living in Halls 
of Residence. Homesickness was also a particularly difficult emotion to 
manage, particularly in the initial phase of the degree. Although some 
students felt that they needed to avoid going home for the first few weeks in 
order to establish a network of friends, others continued to go home at 
weekends. Sometimes, this incurred a considerable amount of stress as a 
result of peers complaining about their absence. A number of findings 
revealed that current levels of academic self-concept, self-esteem and
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academic stress were influenced by past education as well as social and 
interpersonal experiences.
The impact of the Family on Self-esteem & Academic Self-concept
The qualitative study revealed that there were some students who felt that 
their parents had negatively impacted on the academic self-concept and this 
took different forms. Comments about inability and 'ignorance' received by a 
child over an extended period of time inevitably undermines confidence. 
Another negative experience involved comparison with siblings. This was 
particularly prevalent for those who followed their older brothers of sisters 
into the same school, where teachers made negative comments about their 
academic ability and compared them to their 'successful' older siblings.
The qualitative study also revealed some insights into the impact of the family 
in relation to education experiences. These findings supported the 
arguments that children who are particularly encouraged with school work by 
parents, tend to achieve better results (Hutchinson et al., 1979). A further 
phenomenon involved the relationship with siblings and their role in the 
formulation of positive or negative academic self-concept. In discussion 
around family issues, it became clear that some individuals had felt that when 
parents or teachers made comparisons with their more 'successful' peers, 
confidence in academic ability was negatively challenged. Rather than 
focusing solely on school as the mediating factor in educational development, 
it was important to recognise the impact of the family on this. The role of the 
family including parents and siblings therefore provided further insights into
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understanding of current experiences of 'luggage' or 'baggage' which may 
influence equilibrium or disequilibrium in the undergraduate experience.
It appears that although the roots of academic self-concept may be 
influenced by school experiences, it was also important to recognise the 
impact of wider social and interpersonal experiences. If students have not 
been happy with past education experiences and had doubts about their 
academic ability, it became evident that it was important to investigate why 
they would want to involve themselves in further exposure to a formal 
learning environment. Therefore a careful examination of reasons to 
participate in HE was undertaken.
Reasons to Participate in HE
Depending on individuals' motivations to participate in HE, external and 
internal processes may influence current experiences of the degree.
A multi-variate approach revealed a number of variables which contributed to 
positive or negative experiences of college. It had emerged that past 
education, social and interpersonal experiences had impacted on current 
experiences of the degree however, reasons to participate in HE provided 
further insights into this.
Although previous research has primarily focused on the impact of HE on re­
entry students, there can be no doubt that this relatively recent diversity in 
the student population has an impact on both direct and re-entry students.
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As a result of the primary focus of attention being given to re-entry students 
in research, there has sometimes been an over-emphasis on their needs 
compared to direct entry students. Study I found that direct entry students 
were more likely to participate for career goals and social contact whilst re­
entry students are more likely to participate for social stimulation and the 
enjoyment of learning itself. There was support for Boshier (1991 ), Hooper 
and Triesman (1984), and St-Pierre (1989) who found that females were 
more likely to participate for cognitive interest than males. There was also 
evidence to support findings from Woodley et al. (1987) which indicated that 
re-entry females were most likely to participate for this reason than other 
groups of students. For those who had decided to participate for cognitive 
interest, it appeared that they had the most positive academic self-concept 
and were more satisfied with their experience of college overall than the other 
groups. This did not support Krager et al. (1990) who argued that the more 
years between school and participation in HE, the more difficult it may be to 
feel supported in the desire to receive college education. Aslanian and 
Shekel I (1980) argued that women are more likely to engage in adult 
education in order to re-enter the job market as a result of divorce. This 
research has indicated however, that direct entry students are most likely to 
participate for career goals, therefore there was no evidence to support this 
claim. Alternatively, direct students were most likely to participate for social 
contact and when this was the reason to participate, there was more self­
doubt in academic ability. If the primary goal to participate in HE, is to gain a 
qualification which will secure a job on completion of the degree, the need to
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debate and extend on material for personal interest maybe less pressing than 
for those who wish to study for personal development through the enjoyment 
of the process of integration of knowledge.
The interviews in Study II provided further depth of information about the 
complexity of motivations to participate and from this three more reasons 
emerged. Although career goals, social contact and cognitive interest linked 
closely to three of Boshiers' (1991) motivations, further categories included a 
desire to improve status, self-development and parental or school influence. 
Although self-development could be linked to Boshiehs social stimulation, 
parental influence had not been included in the first study. Therefore, by 
asking students to explore their own reasons to participate in HE, further 
dimensions to this were discovered. Reasons to undertake a degree are of 
importance to the individuals who are pursuing their course of studies, 
however their experience of the degree and needs may be different 
depending on these. This also raises a question of the quality of a learning 
experience according to reasons for studying. Direct entry students who are 
studying in order to improve their career prospects may take a more 
pragmatic approach to the learning tasks. They may also find it more 
important for their psychological wellbeing to balance their studies with a full 
social life at college. At school learning is compulsory and therefore it could 
be argued that there maybe less likelihood that learning takes place for it's 
own sake. Alternatively, for those who decide to learn for the enjoyment of 
learning itself, the potential for a 'positive learning loop' may be increased.
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study I found that re-entry females were more likely to participate in HE for 
cognitive interest and this motivation was associated with positive academic 
self-concept. Study II revealed that re-entry females were more likely to 
present a negative academic self-concept at college, therefore, there 
appeared to be a contradiction in findings. This could be explained however, 
by the depth of disclosure which emerged from the interviews. When talking 
about confidence in academic ability, it appeared that some students found a 
certain amount of relief gained by talking about their anxieties and this was 
observed for re-entry females in particular. This does not negate the findings 
since all discussion was relevant to the enquiry, however it does highlight the 
difference in the nature of information gained by using a combination of 
different methodologies.
If a female has an inquiring mind and an appetite for learning and spends a 
substantial period of her life in the sole roles of mother and wife, this may 
have a negative impact on her confidence in academic ability. She may have 
started with a positive image of herself intellectually, as found in the first 
study where re-entry females reported positive academic self-concept at 
school. However, these roles are often perceived with low status in society.
A common question in social situations asks individuals 'what they do' and 
when the answer refers to housework or childminding, responses may reflect 
this perception in different forms. Over an extended period of time these 
roles may impact on a negative academic self-concept, since although the
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tasks are demanding, they may not be intellectually challenging or 
stimulating. A number of students who had decided to participate in HE with 
small children voiced their relief in being around other students who shared 
their interest in learning. However, this was also linked to considerable 
doubts in their academic ability particularly when faced with the evaluative 
component of the degree.
Alternatively, there were other re-entry female students who reported positive 
work experiences in the break between school and college. Some of these 
had talked about their experiences of work prior to having children and this 
may also reflect a substantial difference in status compared to being a 
student. For example, there are some students who have worked in high 
paid and high status employment prior to their arrival at college and 
therefore, their shift in status involves a different experience of the degree. 
Although they may have already experienced successful employment 
experiences in terms of financial stability, their reason to undertake the 
degree may be motivated by a different driving force. High paid employment 
does not necessarily lead to job satisfaction and it appeared that a number of 
students had chosen to forgo their financial security in order to secure a job 
after the degree with more personal stimulation.
In the first study it appeared that if individuals chose to undertake the degree 
for 'social stimulation' they tended to have higher levels of self esteem. It 
could be argued therefore, that those individuals who had decided to act on
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feelings of dissatisfaction with their life by choosing to study for a degree, 
have already demonstrated that they have a positive self-esteem since they 
have started to value themselves sufficiently to identify and cater for their 
own needs. For these individuals, the sacrifice of financial security seemed 
to be preferable to continuing in a job which did not cater for their personal 
and intellectual appetite. Cognitive dissonance may however, be an 
important factor to take into consideration in these instances. For example, 
cognitive dissonance may be in operation for some individuals who have 
foregone a well paid job in order to do a degree. When asked about their 
experience of different aspects of their student experience they may need to 
persuade themselves that this is a positive experience, rather than having to 
face the disappointment that it does not meet their expectations and thereby 
acknowledging that they may have made a mistake in their decision to 
participate.
Maynard and Pearsall (1994) found that both re-entry men and women 
students referred to their life before college as limiting, frustrating and 
unsatisfying which links with Boshier's 'social stimulation' motivation to 
participate in HE. It also appeared that while both men and women sought to 
escape from their former life experience, for re-entry women, the goal was to 
secure paid employment which would involve increased status and a 
reduction in economic dependence. Maynard and Pearsall's study however, 
only investigated re-entry undergraduate students. If both direct and re-entry 
students are included in investigations into the student experience, a more
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holistic picture of the undergraduate experience can be gained. The rapid 
increase in participation for re-entry female students in HE since 1987 (see 
Table 1 ), demonstrates that there are many re-entry females who have 
acknowledged the value in returning to formal education. Many of these 
women may have daughters who see their mothers investing much effort into 
their own degrees. On a number of occasions, female re-entry students 
described financial constraints when they were at school when any money 
available for Further and HE was invested in the male children. The girls 
were expected to find secretarial work, nursing etc. with the view that further 
education was not essential for them since they would get married and have 
children. Their husbands needed the education in order to support the 
family. With this relatively recent and rapid increase in the re-entry female 
student population in HE, the knock on effect maybe that young girls are also 
being encouraged to work hard in their education so that they do not find 
themselves in dependency situations when and if they choose to marry and 
have children. The message is perhaps more likely to be for them to get their 
qualifications, partly as an insurance against the negative effects of 
dependency later on. For those whose reason to study for the degree as an 
expressive function, the pressures maybe more rooted in internal motivations. 
This study found that re-entry males were more likely to participate in HE for 
self-development and this group were also the most closely associated with a 
positive academic self-concept at college. The process of learning itself 
maybe sufficient reward in itself and therefore, for these students, the 
pressures are perhaps of a more internal nature. This appears to support
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Levinson (1978) who looked at the different phases of a man's life taking a 
developmental perspective. When a male reaches mid-life, he is likely to 
review his life and in order to deal with a potential 'mid-life crisis' and may 
become more inward looking.
Identifying Student Problems
The qualitative study revealed a considerable amount of difficulties 
experienced by direct entry students when living in Halls of residence. These 
involved a sensitive negotiation between peer pressure to socialise and at 
the same time trying to put in enough hours for study. To live in isolation in 
Halls when away from home for the first time is not complementary to 
effective studying, therefore the need to socialise and form cohesive social 
relationships are imperative. Another consideration involved the transition 
between different learning contexts. Direct entry students have come into HE 
straight from school and are used to having close contact with their teachers. 
This may be particularly the case at A'levels when classes tend to be smaller 
and there is closer contact with teachers. The transition to HE where tutors 
are expected to teach large numbers of students and undertake their own 
research can involve an adjustment to the reduced availability for personal 
contact with members of staff. Direct entry students may feel abandoned in 
comparison to their last learning experience, therefore the same learning 
environment in HE may be experienced differently for students who have 
either come straight from school or had a break from school.
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The qualitative study revealed a difficulty experienced by direct entry 
students, particularly in the first few weeks at college, where they found it 
difficult to adjust to the relative informality of using Christian names for tutors. 
A confusion was expressed where on one hand there was more physical 
distance from tutors than at school, but on the other hand they were no 
longer expected to refer to their tutors as 'Sir*, 'Mr' or 'Miss'. Difficulties were 
also expressed in relation to different terminology used for similar learning 
activities. For example, 'lessons' became 'lectures' and 'teachers' became 
'tutors'.
When considering the diversity of problems which students may experience 
in HE, this raises the question of how these can most appropriately be 
managed. Easton and Van Laar (1995) undertook an investigation into the 
experiences of lecturers helping distressed students in HE and found that 
almost all the lecturers interviewed (97%) reported that they had advised one 
or more distressed students during a period of twelve months prior to the 
survey. Head and Lindsey (1983) argued that distress and anxiety can 
significantly affect academic performance of students, therefore it is in the 
interests of lecturers and tutors to facilitate the management of anxiety in 
students. Easton and Van Laar (1995) found that the 75% of tutors in the 
survey had counselled students on exam, career or financial problems, 50% 
had been presented with issues problems arising from health, 
accommodation or low levels of self-confidence, 30% had been presented 
with problems arising from depression, relationships or homesickness and
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one in five had counselled students with problems concerning loneliness. 
Easton and Van Laar argue that lecturers in HE are often required to support 
students in distress, although very few have any training in counselling. This 
research has identified particular difficulties experienced by direct entry 
students in relation to academic stress and also the complex phenomenon of 
negative academic self-concept which appears to be particularly prominent 
for re-entry females students. Research which takes a student centred 
approach to their undergraduate experience, can identify particular types of 
problems which may be presented by different groups of students. This 
provides a facility to generate insights from the students themselves into their 
experiences in HE, and may therefore contribute to a deeper understanding 
of the problems identified.
Friendships & Satisfaction with College
Study I investigated students' experiences of friendship at school and this 
provided evidence to show that the nature of these impacted on current 
experiences of HE in relation to academic self-concept. Study II revealed 
that direct entry female students appeared to find college the most positive 
experience overall and this maybe linked to another finding where this group 
of students also reported the most positive experiences of friendships at 
college. Study I found that direct entry students were more likely to 
participate in HE for social contact and therefore this finding suggests that 
their need to participate for social reasons was fulfilled. For this particular 
group of students, the social dimension was an important factor in deciding
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whether college was a positive or negative experience overall.
There was also evidence to show that direct entry males reported the most 
negative experiences of friendship at college. Duck (1998) argued that there 
is evidence to suggest that clinical depression is significantly higher in those 
individuals who do not have close relationships. The lack of good friendships 
for re-entry males may, therefore, be an important factor to consider when 
trying to understand the needs of different groups of students. Barbee et al. 
(1990) observed gender differences in task versus relationship types of 
problems and concluded that males and females preferred to talk to their 
same sex friends rather than the opposite sex friends about both relationship 
and task problems. When considering the disproportionate numbers of 
females in relation to males studying psychology, this may shed light on why 
direct entry males were more closely related to negative experiences of 
friendships at college. The answer perhaps being in the limited availability of 
meeting same sex friends to talk to.
Drawing on Theory to Understand the Student Experience
By drawing on different theories, further links maybe made in an attempt to 
understand the sources of negative experiences in HE. Social Cognition 
Theory, for example, defines self-concept as a 'cognitive schema' which 
involves cognitive generalisations about the self. These are derived from 
past experiences which organise and guide the processing of self-related 
information. Markus (1977) argued that once this impression is formed about
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what we are like, the belief systems act as a type of filter which influence how 
readily we receive or accept new information about the self. It could be 
argued therefore, that a negative academic self-concept or learner identity 
involves a belief system about what we are like as learners. If this is well 
established, the 'filter* may not allow new information about a positive 
academic self-concept or learner identity to be accepted and internalised. In 
order to move forward with a positive learner identity, the 'filter' needs to be 
adjusted or 'unblocked' in order to offload some of the baggage that comes 
with a negative academic self-concept.
When the reason to participate in HE was for cognitive interest, students 
were more likely to have a positive academic self-concept whilst studying for 
the degree. The reason to participate in HE, therefore, provided an insight 
into current levels of academic self-concept. This finding could be linked to a 
dimension of Life Cycle Theory in which Havinghurst (1972) argued that 
education fulfils developmental tasks which have two fundamental functions. 
The first involves instrumental reasons where the role of education is to 
accomplish an external goal. This research has found this function to be 
most closely associated with direct entry students. The second refers to an 
expressive function in which the goal is in the process of learning itself. This 
research has found this function to be most closely associated with re-entry 
students. If the experience of the learning task does not meet the initial 
desired function, experiences of social disapproval and unhappiness may be 
the undesired outcome. Students who are learning for 'instrumental' reasons
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are perhaps likely to have different desired outcomes from the degree than 
those who are learning for 'expressive' reasons. If, for example, a direct entry 
student is learning in order to secure a professional goal on completion of the 
degree, their desire to obtain high grades is based on an external measure of 
their academic performance. If they continually obtain lower grades than they 
need in order to obtain a degree which will effectively secure employment in 
a highly competitive job market, this may explain their high levels of academic 
stress.
A further explanation for high levels of academic stress may be found in an 
aspect of Social Cognition Theory which related to self-complexity. Linville 
(1985) argued that individuals who are high in self-complexity are more 
protected from stress than those who are low in self-complexity. It could be 
argued therefore, that individuals who have multiple roles maybe less likely to 
experience high levels of stress than those who experience their prime self­
aspect as being a 'student'. Role conflict may therefore have an unexpected 
positive dimension whereby multiple roles can act as a buffer against stress.
If a student has a number of different self-aspects which may include parent, 
partner, employer, friend and student they are higher in self-complexity than 
an individual whose prime self-aspect is 'student'. This may partially explain 
why direct entry female students presented higher levels of academic stress 
than the other groups.
These experiences could be linked to McClusky's (1970) 'Theory of Margin' in
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which he argued that adulthood is a period of growth. This involves a search 
for a balance between the amount of energy needed and the amount 
available. He conceptualised this as the ratio between the 'load' of life which 
dissipates energy, and the 'power* of life which enables us to deal with the 
load. The energy which remains when subtracting load from power is 
referred to as the 'margin in life'. It could be argued therefore that for direct 
entry female students, the load was outweighing the power and therefore 
there was a very limited 'margin' in life which culminates in high levels of 
academic stress.
Case Study
By following the progress of an individual over a period of a year during their 
degree studies, this provided an opportunity to examine subtle shifts in 
experience which involved both academic and personal issues. Studying 
does not take place in a vacuum where external pressures and personal 
emotions are separate from the learning experience. The case study 
revealed a complex interaction between the experience of working for the 
degree and personal life. Alastair was in his third year of the single honours 
degree in Counselling and Psychology and had therefore been trained to 
reflect on his inner processes. This was clearly a positive element for the 
diary in that the depth of disclosure and honesty about his feelings provided 
rich information about his experiences over an extended period of time. This 
longitudinal approach confirmed some findings from the earlier studies and 
also drew attention to the transience of feelings and emotions which can
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change depending on personal and academic events during the course of a 
year. The answer to confidence in academic ability at one particular time in 
the degree may, therefore, be different at other times of the year. Indeed, 
when there was a particularly stressful time for Alastair in terms of academic 
demands, his diary entry stated that his answers to questions about his 
experiences were likely to fluctuate on a frequent and irregular basis during 
the course of a day.
Abouserie (1994) found that one of the highest stressors for students 
involved examinations and revision. Another stressor involved a lack of time 
for friends and family. The case study supported these findings and revealed 
a depth of disclosure about the complexity of emotions which were generated 
in examination periods. The quantitative study revealed that if the reason to 
participate in HE was for the enjoyment of learning itself, academic self- 
concept was more likely to be positive. The case study revealed however, 
that at different points of the academic year this may not be the case.
Alastair who referred to his desire to study for the enjoyment of learning was 
generally fairly confident about his ability, however in times of high pressure 
for exams or coursework submission, he did tend to question his academic 
ability. By examining an individual's experience of the degree over an 
extended period, subtle shifts in esteem and academic self-concept were 
observed. To ask an individual how they feel about their academic ability or 
stress levels at one particular moment in time, assumes that these 
psychological states are fixed and stable. For Alastair, it was evident that
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depending on both personal and academic issues at different points in the 
academic year, his feelings changed. It also seemed that for Alastair, 
confidence in academic ability was inextricably linked different levels of 
academic pressure.
To remember an experience or project a feeling when asked about different 
aspects of the undergraduate experience is less informative than recalling 
feelings whilst 'living'it Problems associated with reconstructive memory are 
also reduced when taking a diary approach to the phenomenon under 
investigation. The diary therefore provided a forum in which subtle shifts in 
responses to the degree could be observed. The case study also 
demonstrated that there may be a number of different reasons that 
individuals choose to undertake the degree and dependent of these, 
responses to academic demands may fluctuate. If, for example, one of the 
reasons to participate is for the enjoyment of learning, at times of pressure to 
meet deadlines there may be a number of different variables in operation.
The opportunity to 'enjoy' the learning experience maybe reduced at times of 
academic pressure, therefore at these times there could be an incongruence 
between the reason for studying and the demands of the course. There may 
also be a conflict or disequilibrium when academic pressures reduce the 
quality of the learning experience. For Alastair there appeared to be times of 
frustration when a depth of processing information was reduced in order to 
meet too many evaluation episodes in small pockets of time. These times 
seemed to have a negative impact on Alastair's psychological and physical
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wellbeing. These were manifest in a number of different physical and 
psychological symptoms, insomnia being the most prevalent.
Methodological Observations
Gender Differences in Response to the Interview
During the course of the interviews, there were a number of occasions where 
direct entry males seemed reluctant to disclose information about difficulties 
in coping, or if they perceived any doubts about their academic ability. 
Conversely, direct entry females and perhaps females in general were more 
likely to talk about difficulties or self-doubt in themselves. Even though males 
may respond in a confident manner when issues around confidence and 
stress were introduced, there were times when contradictions occurred either 
later in the interview or after the tape recorder was switched off. It is possible 
therefore, that male participants were more reluctant to disclose negative 
experiences than females.
A fundamental aspect of the design for this research was to take a student 
centred approach in which individuals were given the opportunity to tell their 
own 'stories'. Although the initial questions emerged from the literature 
review, the investigation was extended to the students themselves. One of 
the advantages of taking a qualitative approach to provide further insights 
into the findings from the first study was the richness of information which 
was disclosed by the participants. For example when asking about how 
individuals feel about their academic ability, the depth of information and
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disclosure revealed considerably more insights into the emotional 
experiences of being an undergraduate student.
Limitations & Probiems
One of the problems with this research was trying to recruit a balanced 
sample for gender and different age groups. There are proportionately more 
females than males in the department of Psychology at this University and 
the samples reflected this. This was, however, a fair representation of the 
proportion of males and females in psychology department at this particular 
University. An area which was not explored in this research involves the 
courses being studied. Depending on the subjects students have chosen to 
study, their responses to questions may show different levels of agreement. 
Some students, for example, who are studying single honours Psychology & 
Counselling, may have more experience of self-disclosure through 
experiential groups than those who are not exposed to this type of course 
component.
The topic chosen for this research was of direct and personal interest to the 
researcher and therefore close monitoring of experimenter bias was 
integrated throughout all phases of the research. Although this does not 
necessarily negate the validity or reliability of the research it is important to 
acknowledge that subjectivity was monitored. Another extraneous variable 
relates to the problem of social desirability. A number of respondents were 
known to the researcher through intermittent teaching responsibilities.
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therefore their responses may have been directed towards a favourable 
outcome. In other words they may have been 'good subjects' trying to help 
the researcher prove a hypothesis.
There may also be gender effects, particularly in the context of interviews, 
where the gender of the researcher and the interviewee may have influenced 
responses. For example a young male student maybe reluctant to disclose 
insecurities to an older female researcher, whilst an older female student may 
feel more at ease in doing so. Males may be likely to claim positive academic 
self-concept. It could be that the gender issue between interviewer and 
interviewee may have been reduced with male counselling students since 
they had been used to experiential groups and disclosure with both men and 
women. Coates (1993) examined patterns of discourse between men and 
women and found that there were a number of gender differences in 
conversation styles. It appeared that males were more likely to interrupt and 
females often gave re-assuring gestures to encourage a dialogue. Therefore, 
the gender of the researcher and interviewee may influence the nature of 
information included in the interviews.
Early socialisation could influence the way in which females respond to 
questions about academic self-concept. Although they may inwardly feel 
confident about the academic ability, they may also feel it 'immodest' to admit 
to competence in their ability and the reverse may apply to males.
In the qualitative study, often it was at the end of the interview when in-depth
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disclosure was likely to arise. As in Counselling interviews, difficult issues 
are often left until the end so that there is an imminent 'escape' if the going 
gets too tough. On a few occasions, when the interview was over and the 
tape recorder was switched off, the depth of information and disclosure was 
richer. On one occasion a student was asked if she minded the tape being 
turned back on and the following part revealed deeper insights into her story. 
She had talked briefly about a particular teacher at school who had played a 
central role in helping her academic self-concept. She had felt he was the 
first person who showed some interest in her work. When we started to talk 
after the interview, it seemed that talking about this teacher had raised 
memories for her in light of her current experiences at college. She clearly 
wanted to extend on her memories after the interview had closed, therefore 
we agreed to continue the conversation with the tape recorder. Although the 
interview had been relaxed and informal, it still seemed that when the tape 
recorder was off, the nature of disclosure was sometimes richer.
The sample was drawn from one university and did not investigate students 
experiences in other disciplines. Students who are studying non-social or life 
sciences e.g. mathematics or physics may approach their degree with a 
different perspective. Their expectations of courses may also be different.
For example, in Psychology the course content often overlaps with life 
experiences therefore a different type of material being studied may influence 
the overall experience of the degree.
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WINMAX
The decision to use 'WINMAX' for the content analysis of Study II involved 
the development of skills in the use of this software for the analysis of 
qualitative data. Although this proved to be a useful resource, a number of 
problems were encountered. The manual had stated that there was no limit 
imposed on the number of coding categories which may be developed during 
the analysis. During the process of content analysis, the coding 'tree' had 
grown to approximately 200 different categories, when an 'Application Error" 
warning appeared on the screen. It became impossible to access my data 
file which was 'trapped' inside WINMAX. After extensive communication with 
Udo Kurkartz, the only option was to send the data file to Berlin where he 
could identify the problem. When the problem had been identified, the data 
was returned and I was able to resume work effectively again. An updated 
version of 'WINMAX' was developed as a result of this problem and when my 
amended data file was returned to me, Kurkharz included a copy of the 
upgraded software - WINMAX Pro. '97. This was to ensure that I would not 
experience the same problem again. Although this was an unfortunate 
experience and incurred the loss of a considerable amount of time and work, 
in the knowledge that this problem has now been resolved on the updated 
version of WINMAX I would have no hesitation in using WINMAX again.
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Applications
The findings from this research could inform HE about some of the issues 
which would usefully be considered at the point of recruitment. For example if 
students are deciding to undertake a degree for professional goals, it may be 
useful for them to consider other aspects of the degree which may deflect 
some of the potential anxiety which may be experienced. As student 
numbers continue to increase in HE, tutors are likely to encounter increased 
pastoral care responsibilities. If tutors are informed about different aspects of 
the student experience, they may be in a stronger position to assist students 
who present problems. One of the key outcomes of this research has shown 
some of the roots of negative academic self-concept and also which students 
are most likely to experience problems associated with this. Although there 
has been much emphasis particularly on problems experienced by re-entry 
female students in HE, little attention has been given to direct entry students. 
This research has shown that direct entry female students are likely to 
experience the highest levels of academic stress and more doubt in 
themselves overall than other groups of students. It also appears that direct 
entry males tend to have more negative experiences of friendship at college. 
Therefore, with this knowledge, educators in HE would usefully implement 
structures which could facilitate more interpersonal contact through careful 
design of workshops where social interaction can be encouraged.
During the period of this research I have presented some of the findings to 
undergraduate students. On a few occasions I was approached by students
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after the talk and told that there was a sense of relief to discover that they 
were not on their own with their anxiety about their academic ability. When 
talking about the phenomenon where students may reject favourable 
feedback for coursework in order to maintain a well established learner 
identity, a number of students told me that they identified closely with the 
experience. They also expressed some relief in hearing that they were not 
alone with this problem. If tutors integrate research findings on the student 
experience into workshops and seminars this may facilitate students to 
identify their own 'baggage' which may hinder a positive undergraduate 
experience. For the last two years, I have given a lecture followed by a 
workshop to first year undergraduate students on Applied Issues in the 
Psychology of Learning. This has included an explanation about the nature 
of HE in order to prepare students for some of the structures and processes 
which maybe unfamiliar to them. For students who have a negative academic 
self-concept, a previous lecture was drawn upon in an attempt to alleviate 
anxieties about an incongruence between perceived ability and external 
expectations from college. The students had recently been introduced to 
Piaget's theory of cognitive development and by drawing on Piaget's 
concepts 'accommodation' and 'assimilation', students were given 
'permission' not to 'know*. Students were informed again that assimilation is 
where new information is hooked onto existing knowledge whilst 
accommodation requires the development of new schemas to accommodate 
new information. Increasing levels of understanding is always constrained by 
what we already know, therefore, if students have a sense that they know
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less than others, or have an inadequate intellectual ability relative to the 
requirements of the degree, they may experience 'error terror' which could be 
described as a form of 'baggage' which would usefully be offloaded.
Rogers (1992) developed a concept which referred to 'maps of reality' which 
explains how different types of information maybe experienced depending on 
individuals personal interests and past experiences of learning. There are 
some individuals who are naturally drawn to maths, science and technology 
whilst others maybe more at ease with the arts and humanities. If an 
individual who is more confident with knowledge involving maths and science 
is presented with artistic material to learn, this may pose a particularly difficult 
challenge. Alternatively, an individual who is comfortable with arts and 
humanities finds that they need to learn statistical procedures they may feel 
daunted by the task. By understanding their own position with the type of 
information to be learned it may be possible to take on the challenge with a 
pragmatic rather than fearful approach.
For students who are carrying 'baggage' around confidence in passing 
exams, a technique was used to 'desensitise' some of the fears of 
examinations. This took the form of a 'practice' exam where students were 
given the opportunity to sit a 'mock' exam shortly before their first 
examination at the end of their first year in the degree. Examination 
conditions were recreated one week before the actual exam, and those who 
participated were told that there would be an opportunity to talk about the
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experience straight after the examination. It was emphasised that most of 
their revision should be complete before the exam in order to reduce the risk 
of further fears through attempting to answers questions where sufficient 
revision had not been undertaken. Out of approximately 80 students who 
were invited to take part if they felt anxious about the exam, six came forward. 
Although this was a small percentage, for those who took part, the experience 
was beneficial in terms of the reduction in examination anxiety. In the de­
briefing session each individual had the opportunity to talk about their fears 
and share this with others who experienced similar anxieties. One of the 
students had a fear of her mind going blank as a result of her anxiety which 
she felt paralysing. She described the relief she felt when she looked at the 
paper and with relative ease retrieved the information she had revised for 
each question. She voiced her relief at being able to face the real exam with 
the knowledge that her mind would not go blank, therefore she felt more in 
control of the situation. Another student referred to the therapeutic effect 
experienced from sharing her anxieties with others and finding that she was 
not alone with her fears. It also seemed important that the role of the tutor 
was 'demystified' in the sense that the same person who was invigilating the 
'exam' in a formal role was also sympathetic to their 'human' experience of 
the evaluation context of the examination. For students who have carried 
'baggage' from school where teachers were authoritarian and powerful over 
them in every sense, the context of an examination may trigger off 'ghosts' 
from the past which may feel overwhelming and irrational unless they can be 
put to rest. If attempts are made to put these fears into context and identified
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for what they are, there is a likelihood that current evaluation episodes may 
be less threatening to those who have had negative past learning 
experiences.
An important consideration here refers to the numbers of students who 
presented examination anxiety. Although there were very few, this does not 
negate the importance that this experience held for these individuals. In this 
instance it was not the amount of individuals who presented themselves with 
examination anxiety that mattered so much as the extent those few 
individuals were suffering as a result of their fears. To be exposed to high 
levels of anxiety about evaluation over a period of three years without finding 
a means to reduce this, poses a continued threat to academic self-concept 
and psychological wellbeing. For some, the alternative maybe to leave the 
course, whilst for others they may feel that they have invested too much work 
in their degree to dropout and therefore continue to study with high levels of 
academic stress and disequilibrium..
Suggestions for Future Research
This research could be extended further to students in Access and A  level 
courses prior to their participation in HE. A certain amount of 'baggage' may 
already have been offloaded by the time students come into HE. This may 
provide insights into why some students carry 'baggage' and others progress 
through their studies with effective 'luggage'. Another extension to this 
enquiry could examine experiences of students across disciplines and in
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other HE establishments as there could be something particular about 
psychology students at this University.
Further development of the longitudinal approach with more case studies 
which would include direct and re-entry males and females would also 
provide an opportunity to look at different groups of students. This would 
involve the recruitment of re-entry students at the point of Access or A'level 
courses and use a 'diary' approach to follow progress into and during HE. 
Secondary schools would also provide a sample of individuals who are 
currently studying for A'levels and who intend to go straight on to study for a 
degree. The use of a 'diary' approach to their transitional journey from school 
to, and during their degree course would provide information about the 
continuities and changes during this period of transition. It would also be 
useful to interview school leavers and older individuals who have not chosen 
to take up further study and compare life and education experiences which 
may influence their decisions to stay out of the formal education arena.
Interviewing tutors in HE to investigate the impact of the diversity of the 
student population on their own experiences of teaching would also add 
another source of information about changes in HE from the dimension of 
educators. It would be useful to investigate a cross section of tutors in 
relation to the amount of time they have been teaching in HE. This may shed 
further light on the changes in structures, teaching methods and tolerances of 
the current aims and objectives of HE establishments. For those who initially
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taught a majority of eighteen years olds who had come into HE straight from 
school, their approach to teaching may or may not have altered accordingly.
The students' own education stories in Study II also provided a number of 
different themes which had not been explored in the first study. A further 
quantitative study would extend the overall findings further. For example, 
reasons to participate in HE were investigated by the use of four sub-scales 
from Boshier's (1991) Education Participation scale. Study II revealed three 
more motivations which included self-development, parental influence and a 
desire to improve status and a further quantitative study would integrate 
these motivations into the design. Study II also identified ten academic 
stressors which included negative academic self-concept, evaluation, fear of 
examinations, financial problems, homesickness, interpersonal difficulties, 
low confidence, work overload, role conflict and statistics anxiety.
Abouserie (1994) observed that university students have not been prioritised 
as a population in stress-related research. By taking a qualitative approach 
to academic stress, the students themselves have presented information 
about experiences which are likely to cause stress at college. Therefore, a 
more comprehensive scale to measure of academic stress would investigate 
these issues. Statistics anxiety was a concurrent theme which emerged 
through the qualitative study and this appeared to be strongly linked to a 
negative academic self-concept. Therefore, further investigation into
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academic self-concept in relation to statistics anxiety may provide important 
information for those teaching research methods.
Surprising aspects of the research
A common theme which emerged from the interviews was participants 
describing their experience of the interview itself as positive. They referred to 
the insights they had gained for themselves during the process of framing 
their own education story and identifying past education experiences which 
had not been overtly addressed for many years. There are a number of 
different problems which maybe experienced for undergraduate students, and 
these are partly dependent on their life experiences prior to the degree and 
their reasons for deciding to participate. These maybe particularly prevalent 
in their first year when they are in transition and adjusting to a new learning 
environment. When recruiting students to take part in the interviews for the 
Study II, there was a very large interest shown in 'being interviewed'. This 
was to the extent that after the sample had been chosen, a number of 
students who had not been recruited for the interview approached me and 
voiced their disappointment that they would not be involved in this aspect of 
the research. This was a surprising outcome initially, however, on reflection 
this may have been an indication of the desire to be seen and heard as an 
individual whilst experiencing a relatively anonymous existence at college. 
There was also an occasion when a few days after the interview, two direct 
entry female students approached me and thanked me for the interview. This 
seemed to be an unusual response in that the researcher thanks the
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participant for volunteering to take part. These particular students had 
disclosed severe feelings of homesickness in the interview. This also 
included discomfort with feelings of isolation experienced with tutors 
compared with their experiences of teachers at school. It seemed that there 
was some relief gained by having an opportunity to talk about their 
experience.
CONCLUSION
The use of a combined methodological approach through both quantitative 
and qualitative approaches, has supported the argument put forward by Miles 
& Huberman (1994). Their recommendation to link these approaches was 
based on the potential to elaborate and develop the analysis, thereby 
providing richer detail. The findings from the quantitative study provided a 
firm basis on which to explore the findings further through a qualitative 
approach.
Warnock (1989) argued that it would be inappropriate to treat re-entry 
students just like 'ordinary' undergraduates only differentiating them by 
chronological age since they are not deemed to be eighteen year olds. She 
felt that a different type of provision maybe required. However, although this 
research has found a number of age differences, the majority of these 
indicate that the differences may be closely related to both individuals' 
internal and external processes and past experiences which influence their 
current undergraduate experience in HE. If educators are led to believe that
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re-entry students have more problems than direct entry students, this may 
erroneously inform they way in which they respond to different groups of 
students.
The Bearing Report (1997) expressed some concern that the long term 
wellbeing of HE should not be damaged by short-term needs. The key issues 
addressed included the purpose, size and funding of HE and this included 
support for students. One of the recommendations outlined was that the 
purpose of HE should be to inspire and enable individuals to develop their 
capabilities to the highest potential levels throughout life. It was also 
suggested that HE should inspire students to grow intellectually, prepare 
them for work, enable them to contribute effectively to society and achieve 
personal fulfilment. It has become evident from this research however, that 
there are both internal and external constraints on students in HE. 'Baggage' 
which has been collected throughout previous life and academic experiences 
may involve internal constraints to the learning process which involve 
disequilibrium during the course of the degree. This research has 
investigated the 'roots' of a negative academic self-concept and how this may 
influence the quality of their undergraduate experience. The Bearing Report 
recommends that HE should facilitate students to achieve personal fulfilment, 
however this is a particularly complex undertaking. Having listened to 
students' own stories, personal fulfilment during the degree would depend on 
many interacting factors and the case study has demonstrated that these may 
constantly fluctuate.
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Another recommendation from the Bearing Report, states that one of the 
aims for HE is to facilitate students to increase knowledge and understanding 
for their own sake and also to foster their application to the benefit of the 
economy and society. By asking students themselves about their motivations 
to undertake a degree however, it was evident that depending on these 
reasons, their requirements from HE maybe different. For those who study 
for career goals, their interest in applying their skills to the 'benefit of the 
economy and society' may be more central than for those who choose to 
increase their knowledge and understanding for its' own sake.
There may, however, be an underlying contradiction in the ethos presented in 
the report, where at one level it appears that individuals are to be 
encouraged to increase knowledge and understanding for their own sake.
The contradiction involves another other dimension which relates to 
economic concerns. One of the proposals states that HE needs to serve the 
needs of an adaptable, sustainable, knowledge based economy at local, 
regional and national levels. This, however, seems to suggest that the 
underlying motivation for encouraging students to participate in HE is for the 
National interest.
The report states that as the supply of graduates has expanded rapidly in 
recent years, the directly measurable national economic return from 
investment in HE is expected to fall. It also appears that the UK needs to 
plan to match the participation rates of other advanced nations since not to
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do so would weaken the basis of national competitiveness. The first 
conclusion was therefore that HE should resume its growth. A 
recommendation to the Government and Funding Bodies that when allocating 
funds for the expansion of HE, that they give priority to those institutions 
which are able to demonstrate a commitment to widening participation. This 
does suggest that the prime focus is on increasing participation rates for 
economic reasons. If recruitment figures increase, more facilities are 
required to meet the needs of students. It would appear however, that 
although the report refers to the needs of students, it is difficult to interpret 
how these will be met. The Bearing Report places much emphasis on 
financial concerns and in some detail, however the report does not appear to 
take into account the impact of expansion on the staff and students 
themselves. This is particularly poignant in light of the reduction in funding 
which inevitably leads to a reduction in facilities and resources.
At the heart of the recruitment drive there is another principle which refers to 
the National interest rather than the interests of individuals who decide to 
participate. Bepending on individuals' reasons to participate in HE their 
experience will be affected by both external and internal processes. If the 
motivation is for the enjoyment of learning itself, the functional approach to 
learning may be less appropriate than that for an individual who primarily 
needs to obtain the degree in order to secure employment. Students who 
believed that their learning experience would provide opportunities to digest 
information as well as learn it, may feel disappointed when faced with 
impersonal learning environments. Reflecting on organisational cultures and
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the transmission of value and attitudes, Gale (1990) parodied a common 
educational experience:
"I, the Lecturer, am the source of knowledge. You, the student, take notes from me.
I am active; you are passive. The rules of this large lecture theatre prohibit 
interaction between us. Teaching is not a one to one process. I can fill your week 
with events like this and believe I am teaching. You can fill up the week with 
attendance at lectures and think you are leaming. In the examinations, I want you to 
write down what I have said to you. Even if I exhort you to do otherwise, we both 
know what I really want you to do" (Gale, 1990)
Gale raised this challenge to a functional and distance approach to teaching 
and learning in HE in his Presidential address to the British Psychological 
Society in the early 1990s. Rather than this being addressed in the late 
1990s however, both tutors and students may experience this type of 
provision being the unexpected outcome of the undergraduate experience 
leading towards the millennium. To expand the University sector without 
careful consideration being given to the audience, maybe over-confident 
about a continuing 'full-house'. For whatever reasons students have stated 
that they have decided to undertake a degree, this research has 
demonstrated that each individual has chosen to invest three years of their 
lives, often under difficult conditions, because they believe that this is a 
worthwhile enterprise.
It would appear that currently there is much emphasis being placed on 
teaching and learning issues in HE which are being scrutinised in response 
to expansion of student numbers and current levels of funding. In March 
1997, a special International seminar on the changing role of HE entitled 
"Transformation in Higher Education", was held in South Africa. Delegates
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from Russia, Estonia, Malaysia, UK and USA identified a number of key 
issues which needed to be addressed. Some of these included 
reconceptualising teaching in HE and the role of the teacher in HE and there 
was consensus in the group that there will have to be radical changes in the 
conceptualisation and implementation of leaming in HE. A number of 
interacting causes for this were identified and these included funding 
constraints and changing student demands. The working group identified 
particular changes which would need to be implemented over the coming 
decades so that HE institutions would not lose their place in the provision of 
learning. It was agreed that learning in HE should be less classroom based 
and academics would be less involved in the direct provision of knowledge. 
Learning to learn and increased knowledge of the learning process would 
also form a more central role in HE, therefore the roles and expectations of 
both learners and teachers would have to shift. Academics in HE would need 
to effectively fulfil their professional roles as mentor, guide, counsellor, tutor 
and adviser in order to meet student-led demand. The content of HE is 
becoming increasingly competitive and the working group argued that the 
services of universities will not continue to be acceptable unless they 
'professionalise' both their teaching expertise and management. It was also 
argued that universities will be perceived as expensive and out-dated unless 
they reconceptualise their roles and 'reinvent' themselves in response to 
practical visions for the future. In light of this, it would seem that there will be 
an increasing need to generate research which explores these 'changing 
demands' of students in HE if these recommendations are to be implemented.
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This research has highlighted the complexity of the student experience in the 
1990s and these involve both internal and external processes. Internal 
constraints often reflected students' personal experiences which they bring 
with them to the degree. Although they need to play a central role in 
managing these, some of these could be reduced by raising the attention of 
those who work with students to their experiences of the degree.
Examinations and evaluation play a central role in the attainment of a degree, 
however if particular students find these aspects of learning stressful, then 
strategies to alleviate anxieties could usefully be employed.
The recommendations of the working group in South Africa indicates that 
teaching and learning issues in HE are of central concern. This emphasises 
that there is a need to increase knowledge of the learning process in HE. It 
is however, important to acknowledge that before learning can take place 
effectively, students need to be in a sound psychological 'state' in order to 
study effectively. If, for example, a student has severe anxiety about financial 
problems, or is trying to study full time with small children and a demanding 
partner, is distracted by homesickness, or has serious doubts about their 
academic ability, the quality of learning will inevitably be impaired. Innovative 
teaching methods, excellent course material and teaching may be lost on 
individuals who are unable to be receptive to learning. Investigations into the 
student experience therefore, need to examine learning styles across 
different groups of students alongside research which examines internal
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processes which may contribute to disequilibrium or equilibrium. A 
collaborative approach to the student experience in HE would effectively 
examine both cognitive and psycho-social dimensions which may contribute 
to effective leaming and personal fulfilment.
The importance of the relationship been the context of learning and its' 
impact on internal processes has been illuminated, therefore, the 
responsibility of those who influence these become clear. Rather than 
engaging in discourse which refers to students as a homogenous group of 
'consumers' I would suggest that governments, establishments of HE and 
educators need to be informed through research, of the diversity of student 
demands and needs. This is not only to ensure that academic standards are 
maintained, learning outcomes achieved and recruitment figures meet the 
requirements of expansion, but also to monitor the quality of the experience 
of the degree itself for those who have chosen to engage in HE.
"It has, I believe, been often remarked, that a hen is only an 
egg's way of making another egg".
(Samuel Butler, 1835-1902. Life & Habit, ch.8 cited in The Concise Oxford 
Dictionary of Quotations, pp.56)
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APPENDIX I
Pilot Study: Positive & Negative Adjectives to Encapsulate Past
Experiences of School
THE STUDENT EXPERIENCE
Age _________________  Sex_
Age at completion of Secondary School,
(Please tick)
Route into Higher Education:
A* Levels_____________(__)
Access Course (_)
Open University (_)
Other (Please Specify) (___)
Type of Education:
Mixed Sex___________ (__)
Single Sex___________ (__)
Both________________ (__)
Religion: Church of England_____(__)
Catholic (__)
Other (Please Specify) (__ )
APPENDIX I (Confd).
I am interested in how individuals feel about their SECONDARY school 
education.
Listed overleaf are a number of adjectives which may describe some of 
your experiences at SECONDARY SCHOOL
Please tick ONLY FOUR adjectives in each section which most 
appropriately describe your own experiences in secondary school.
Then write a brief description of your:
1) Relationship with your teachers
2) Approach to studying
3) Relationship with your friends at secondary school
Keeping those memories of secondary school in mind, please tick the 
FOUR adjectives which most appropriately describe your relationship with 
the teachers:-
Friendly ( ) Articulate ( ) Anxious ( )
Respected ( ) Assertive ( ) Rebellious ( )
Punished ( ) Ignored ( ) Equal ( ) Silent ( )
In your own words, would you briefly describe your relationship 
with teachers at secondary school overall:
APPENDIX I (Confd).
Please tick the FOUR adjectives which most appropriately 
describe your approach to studying at secondary school:
Disorganized ( ) Studious ( ) Inadequate ( )
Motivated ( ) Successful ( ) Confused ( )
Defeated ( ) Achieved ( ) Interested ( ) Bored ( )
In your own words, would you briefly describe your approach to 
studying at secondary school overall:
Please tick the FOUR adjectives which most appropriately 
describe your relationship with friends at secondary school:
Outgoing ( ) Envious ( ) Shy( ) Happy ( )
Lonely ( ) Friendly ( ) Inferior ( )
Competitive ( ) Powerful ( ) Insecure ( )
In your own words, would you briefly describe your relationships 
with friends at secondary school overall:
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Do you have any further comments to add In relation to your 
experiences of secondary education?
Thank you for your co-operation.
All information will be treated in confidence. Please ensure that you 
complete all sections.
Frances Michie
School of Psychology & Counselling 
Roehampton
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APPENDIX il
PART I PAST EXPERIENCES OF EDUCATION
Please would you rate how often the following statements apply to your own 
experiences at Secondary School by placing a tick in the ■ appropriate 
spaces. These allow for judgements ranging from 'Strongly Agree' (SA), 
'Agree' (A), 'Disagree' (D), 'Strongly Disagree' (SD).
e.g.
SA A D SD 
When I was in Secondary Education:
1. My teachers treated me with respect
SA A D SD
2 . My teachers were authoritarian
SA A D SD
3 . I was often bored
SA A D SD
4 . I enjoyed studying
SA A D SD
5 . I had good friends
SA A D SD
6. I found it difficult to make 
friends
SA A D SD
7. I was rebellious
SA A D SD
8. I was afraid of my teachers
SA A D SD
?. I felt put down by teachers
SA A D SD
10. I felt confident
SA A D SD
11. I was confident about my work
SA A D SD
12 . I was popular
SA A D SD
Please see over.
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When I waa in Secondary Education:
Codei S t r o n g ly  A g ie e (S A !, A g re e (A ) ,  D l» » g re e (D ) , S t r o n g ly  D ie e g re e iS D )
13 . I felt lonely
SA A D SD
14 . I 'fitted in'
SA A D SD
15. My teachers were approachable
SA A D SD
16. My teachers were supportive
SA A D SD
17. I was motivated to do my work
SA A D SD
18 . I balanced my social life and work 
effectively
SA A D SD
19. I felt supported by my friends
SA A D SD
20. I was 'different' to other pupils
SA A D SD
21. I was 'out-of-step' with others
SA A D SD
22. My teachers were friendly
SA A D SD
23 . I trusted the teachers
SA A D SD
24. My approach to studying was
SA A D SD
25. I managed to keep up with the work
SA A D SD
26. My friendships were the best part
SA A D SD
27. There were few people that I liked
SA A D SD
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When I was in Secondary Education:
Codei Strongly Agree(SA), Agree(A). Dieagree(D). Strongly Dieagree(SD)
28. My group of friends were rebellious
SA A D SD
29. I felt that teachers were interested 
in me
30. I did not feel motivated by the 
teachers
31. I was not interested in the subjects 
I had to study
32. I felt motivated to work
33. I felt confident that my friends 
liked me
34. I didn't feel comfortable with 
other pupils
35. I felt the need to rebel
SA A D SD
SA A D SD
SA A D SD
SA A D SD
SA A D SD
SA A D SD
SA A D SD
5 0 4 -
PART II MOTIVATION TO PARTICIPATE IN HIGHER EDUCATION
To what extent did the following reasons influence you to enrol in Higher 
Education?
Think hack to when you applied for your course and indicate the extent to 
which each of the reasons listed below influenced you to participate. Tick 
the category which best reflects the extent to which each reason influenced 
you to apply. Tick one category for each reason. Be frank. There are no 
right or wrong answers.
No In f lu e n c e  L i t t l e  In f lu e n c e  Moderate In f lu e n c e  Much In f lu e n c e
1. To become acquainted 
with friendly people
2. To improve my career 
prospects
3. To overcome the 
frustration of day
4. To get something 
meaningful out of 
life
5. To have a good time 
with friends
6. To achieve an 
occupational goal
7. To get away from 
loneliness
8. To acquire general 
knowledge
9. To meet different 
people
10. To prepare for 
getting a job
11. To get relief from 
boredom
12. To learn just for 
the joy of learning
13. To make friends
14. To give me higher 
status in my job
15. To get a break in 
the routine of Home 
or work
See over.
5 0 5
No In f lu e n c e  L i t t l e  I n f lu e n c e  H o d e ra te  In f lu e n c e  Uucb In f lu e n c e
16. To satisfy an 
enquiring mind
17. To make new friends
18. To get a better job
19. To do something 
rather than nothing
20. To seek knowledge 
for its own sake
21. To meet new people
22. To increase my job 
competence
23. To escape an unhappy 
relationship
24. To expand my mind
PART III SELF-ESTEEM
The following statements are investigating current levels of self-esteem. 
Please place a tick in the box which most accurately describes your own 
Disagree'^îsD) Agree (SA) , Agree (A) . Disagree (D) or Strongly
1. On the whole, I am satisfied with myself
2. At times I think I am no good at all
3• I feel that I have a number of good 
qualities
4. I am able to do things as well as 
most other people
5. I feel I do not have much to be 
proud of
6. I certainly feel useless at times
SA A D SD
SA A D SD
SA A D SD
SA A D SD
SA A D SD
SA A D SD
See over ....
5o(>
code: strongly Agree ISA), Agree I A), Disagree (D), Strongly Disagree I SD)
7. I feel that I'm a person of worth,
at least on an equal plane with others
8. I wish I could have more respect 
for myself
9. All in all, I am inclined to feel 
that I am a failure
10. I take a positive attitude towards 
myself
'
SA A D SD
SA A D SD
SA A D SD
SA A D SD
PART IV nOLLEGE ATTITUDES 
each statement :
s t r o n g l y  Agree(SA), Agree(A), Disagree(D), Strongly Disagree(SD) 
be influenced by your previous choices.
1. Being a student is a very rewarding
experience SA A D SD
2 . If I try hard enough, I will be able
to get good grades
SA A D SD
3 . Most of the time my efforts at college
are rewarded SA A D SD
4. No matter how hard I try I don't do
well at college SA A D SD
5. I often expect to do poorly on exams
SA A D SD
6. All in all, I feel I am a capable student
SA A D SD
7. I do well in my courses given the amount 
of time I dedicate to studying
SA A D SD
5 0 ]
Code: Strongly Agree(SA), Agree(A), Disagree(D), Strongly Disagree(SD)
8. My family are not satisfied with my grades
at college
SA A D SD
9. Others view me as intelligent
SA A D SD
10. My courses are very easy for me
SA A D SD
11. I sometimes feel like dropping out of
college
SA A D SD
12 . Most of my classmates do better in 
college than I do
SA A D SD
13 . Most of my tutors think that I am a good
student
SA A D SD
14 . At times I feel college is too difficult
for me
SA A D SD
15. All in all, I am proud of my grades in
college
SA , A D SD
16. Most of the time while being evaluated
I feel confident
SA A D SD
17. I feel capable of helping others with
their coursework
SA A D SD
18. I feel tutors' standards are too high
for me
SA A D SD
1 9 . It's hard for me to keep up with my
coursework
SA A D SD
20. I am satisfied with the course 
assignments that I hand in
SA A D SD
21. At times I feel like a failure
SA A D SD
22 . I feel I don't study enough before exams
SA A D SD
Please See Over
Code: Strongly Agree (SA), Agree (A), Disagree (D), Strongly Disagree (SD) 
23. Most exams are easy for me
SA A D SD
24. I have doubts that I will do well
25. For me, studying hard pays off
26. I have a hard time getting through college
27. I am good at scheduling my study time
28. I have a fairly clear sense of my 
academic goals
SA A D SD
SA A D SD
29. I'd like to be a much better student 
than I am now
30. I often get discouraged about college
31. I enjoy doing my college work
32. I consider myself a very good student
33. I usually get the grades I deserve in 
my courses
34. I do not study as much as I should
35. I usually feel on top of my work
36. Others consider me a good student
37. I feel that I am better than the average 
college student
SA A D SD
SA A D SD
SA A D SD
SA A D SD
SA A D SD
SA A D SD
SA A D SD
SA A D SD
SA A D SD
SA A D SD
SA A D SD
SA A D SD
Please see over...
Code; Strongly Agree (SA), Agree (A), Disagree (D), Strongly Disagree (SD)
38. In most of the courses, I feel that my 
classmates are better prepared than I am
39. I feel that I don't have the necessary 
abilities for certain courses
40. I have poor study habits
SA A D SD
SA A D SD
SA A D SD
PART V ACADEMIC STRESS
Please indicate the degree of stress you experience from each of the 
following items on a scale of 0 to 7 with 0 indicating 'no stress' and 7 
indicating 'extreme stress'.
0 = No Stress 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 =  Extreme Stress 
(If any of the questions do not apply to you please indicate with 8^')
Degree of 
Stress
1. Amount to Learn
2. Too much to do
3. Examinations and their results
4. Essays/Projects
5. Studying for exams
6. Lack of time for family/friends
7. Lack of time for own interests
8. Lack of time for study
9. Forgotten assignment
10. Timing/spacing of assignments
11. Unclear assignment
12. Unclear course objectives
13. Learning new skills
14. Uninteresting curriculum
Please see over
Sio
Degree of
Stress
15. Need to do well (self-imposed)
16. Need to do well (imposed by others)
17. Interpersonal difficulties
18. Conflict with people you live with
19. Conflict with lecturers
20. Conflict with peer(s)
21. Conflict with college system
22. Worry over future
23. Peer pressures
24. Conflict with spouse/partner
25. Sexual problems
26. Loneliness
27. Home sickness
28. Knowing what is important to study
29. Boring classes
30. Financial problems
31. Family crisis
32. Personal health problems
33. Making choices about career
34. Problems with housing
Please see over.
Sil
PART VI; EXPERIENCE OF EVALUATION
Please indicate with a tick, the extent to which you relate to the 
following questions:
I: Tou
e.g.
NAA M GD
How much do you agree with 
what the transcript of your 
first semester grades 
implies about your academic 
competence?
NAA M GD
How accurately do you feel 
the grades your tutors gave 
you reflect the extent to 
which you mastered the 
subject matter?
NAA M GD
How indicative do you think 
your last semester Grade 
Point Average is of your 
academic competence? NAA M
GD
4. How much could a stranger 
learn about your academic 
competence by reading 
a transcript of your 
last semester grades?
NAA M GD
St;
information you have given will be treated xn confidence.
THE END
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APPENDIX ill
PILOT STUDY
Questions for Sub-scales for 'Past Experiences of Education Questionnaire'
Relationship with Teachers
My teachers treated me with respect 
Q2 My teachers were authoritarian
Q7 I was rebellious
Q8 I was afraid of my teachers
Q15 My teachers were approachable
Q16 My teachers were supportive
022 My teachers were friendly
Q23 I trusted the teachers
029 I felt that teachers were interested in me
030 I did not feel motivated by the teachers
035 I felt the need to rebel
Approach To Study
03  I was often bored
04  I enjoyed studying
010 I felt confident
011 I was confident about my work
013 I felt lonely
014 I 'fitted in'
0 1 7 I was motivated to do my work
018 I balanced my social life and work effectively
024 My approach to study was disorganised
025 I managed to keep up with my work
031 I was not interested in the subjects I had to study
032 I felt motivated to work
Friendships
05  I had good friends
06  I found it difficult to make friends
012 I was popular
0 1 9 I felt supported by my friends
020 I was 'different' to other pupils
021 I was 'out-of-step' with others
026 My friendships were the best part
027 There were few people that I liked
028 My group of friends were rebellious
033 I felt confident that my friends liked me
034 I didn't feel comfortable with other pupils
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APPENDIX IV(a)
Education Participation Scale A-Form (Boshier, 1991)
Factors included for Study IB 
FACTOR II - Sodal Contact
To become acquainted with friendly people
To have a good time with friends
To meet different people
To make friends
To make new friends
To meet new people
FACTOR IV - Professional Advancement
To improve my career prospects 
To achieve an occupational goal 
To prepare for getting a job 
To give me higher status in my job 
To get a better job 
To increase my job competence
FACTOR VI - Social Stimulation
To overcome the frustration of the day
To get away from loneliness
To get relief from boredom
To get a break in the routine of home of work
To do something rather than nothing
To escape an unhappy relationship
FACTOR VII - Cognitive Interest
To get something meaningful out of life 
To acquire general knowledge 
To learn just for the joy of teaming 
To satisfy an enquiring mind 
To seek knowledge for its own sake 
To expand my mind
5/if
APPENDIX IV(b)
Education Participation Scale A-Form (Boshier, 1991)
Factors not included in Study IB
Factor!- Communication Improvement 
To improve language skills 
To speak better 
To leam another language 
To write better
To help me understand what people are saying and writing 
To leam about usual customs here
Factor III - Educational Preparation
To make up for a narrow previous education
To get education I missed earlier in life
To acquire knowledge to help with other educational courses
To prepare for further education
To do courses needed for another school or college
To get entrance to another school or college
Factor V-Fam ily Togetherness
To get ready for changes in my family
To share a common interest with my spouse or friend
To keep up with others in my family
To keep up with my children
To answer questions asked by my children
To help me talk with my children
5i5
APPENDIX V
Questions included for each of the sub-categories for the Academic Self- 
concept Scale (Reynolds, 1988)
Grades & Effort
Q2 If I try hard enough, I will be able to get good grades
Q3 Most of the time my efforts at college are rewarded
Q4 No matter how hard I try I don't do well at college
Q7 I do well in my courses given the amount of time I dedicate to studying
Q19 It's hard for me to keep up with my coursework
Q25 For me, studying hard pays off
Q33 I usually get the grades I deserve in my courses
Study Habits
Q22 I feel I dont study enough before exams
Q27 I am good at scheduling my study time
Q28 I have a fairly clear sense of my academic goals
Q34 I do not study as much as I should
Q35 I usually feel on top of my work
Q40 I have poor study habits
Peer Evaluation o f Abiiity 
Q9 Others view me as intelligent
Q12 Most of my classmates do better in college than I do
Q17 I feel capable of helping others with their coursework
Q36 Others consider me a good student 
Q37 I feel that I am better than the average college student
Q38 In most of the courses, I feel that my classmates are better
prepared than I am 
Self-confidence in Ability 
06  All in all, I feel I am a capable student
010 My courses are very easy for me
015 All in all, I am proud of my grades in college
023 Most exams are easy for me
032 I consider myself a very good student
Satisfaction with College
01 Being a student is a very rewarding experience
011 I sometimes feel like dropping out of college
026 I have a hard time getting through college
030 I often get discouraged about college
031 I enjoy doing my college work
Self-doubt in Ability
05  I often expect to do poorly on exams
08  My family are not satisfied with my grades at college
021 At times I feel like a failure
024 I have doubts that I will do well
029 I'd like to be a much better student than I am now
Seif-evaiuation o f Academic Standards
013 Most of my tutors think that I am a good student
014 At times I feel college is too difficult for me
016 Most of the time while being evaluated I feel confident
018 I feel tutors' standards are too high for me
020 I am satisfied with the course assignments that I hand in
039 I feel that I dont have the necessary abilities for certain courses
5ié
APPENDIX VI
Interview Diana - Thursday, 12th December, 1996 -1.30 p.m.
Diana came to the office eariy (11.30 a.m.) and asked if we could do the interview earlier due 
to no Lecture this morning - we agreed to do it there and then. Know this student from the 
first year - quite defensive in manner and doesn't want to get too close. When I explained 
about the interview she looked bothered - the idea of telling her story or giving expansive 
answers she felt was unlikely. We talked a bit about it - she said she wasn't saying she 
would not take part - it was just that she's likely to give yes/no answers. I suggested that I 
understood what she was saying - some interviews last 30 minutes - some 1 hour and 30 
minutes - the twenty minute ones may have as much information as the longer ones and vice 
versa. I explained that I would probe and nudge if things went dry - we could even tum off 
the tape if necessary - informality was of the essence. However, I sensed that Diana was 
more comfortable with formality - likes to know the boundaries and wants to keep them in 
place. The interview felt very full and in depth - exceptionally so. I think this age thing is 
important - 1 was aware that she thought I was younger than I am - like when talking about 
O'Levels vs. GCSEs or GCEs she talked as if I would'nt know the time when they were 
O'Levels (we are in a similar Age Cohort - i.e. 50 and 47).
Interview ended - 1 felt Diana was glad to just move on. I didn't offer coffee at the end - we 
had one at the beginning. She had said she would go over to the canteen to get one and I 
said I would put the kettle on here. We exchanged Christmas talk - i.e. I hoped she would be
able to have some rest over the holiday etc................ I felt some barriers went down and it
seemed that....informality & story approach was particularly effective here...?
(TAPE ON)
F. So I've told you a bit about the research itself...yes...and because you are in your second
year...l've approached you before for the first studies so do you think we could start with
school days...it's a very long period of time and I'm aware of that....
D. really long...(laughing)..
F. well...you know...time to reflect is fine you know if you want to just sit and go back
there that's fine....so it's a long time in our life and sometimes it's a long time ago...but do 
you think you could summarise how you felt about school....primary or secondary...both...how 
about telling me about the things you liked about school (F carries on here because of NVC 
coming from D. - on the hoof trying to make the task more manageable for D.)....
D. Um....
F. If anything....
D. I did like...this is going into when I was about fourteen....we started doing shorthand and
typing...um I did really like that...but...l think I liked that because A it was um I'm not
saying you didn't use your brain...but it was knowledge...and I find it relatively easy to leam 
fact..so by learning shorthand outlines it was....l found relatively easy...um I quite liked that 
but...the way I felt at school (reflecting)..l didn't really like it..I wanted to leave...
F. did you...why was that?
D. I don't know really....... (reflecting)....having said that I could always re....always remember
wanting to leave....
F. Always....so memories of school (F senses it's stuck - not going to move on therefore 
needed to nudge & push here)....there's a kind of feeling that you want get out of there...
D. Mmm...l don't know about very young...I'm talking about...
F. fourteen....
D. uh....about sort of twelve thirteen onwards....um....but then having said that I don't know 
why I wanted to leave..I don't know whether it was just perhaps uh...at that time everybody 
was leaving school...and getting jobs...
F. right so this was a kind of norm...people were leaving at sixteenish?
D. fifteen (particular tone of voice here...rather pulling F up for getting it wrong)
F. fifteen...right....
D. mm...um..yes...the majority of people left at fifteen when I was a t school...
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F. were they doing that for financial....practical reasons that they had to go out and start 
learning do you think?
D. no...I dont think so...I think it was pretty general because when I was at school you did 
the 11 plus...if you didnt pass that you went to a...um secondary school and there was a 14 
plus but....um....if you didnt pass your 11 plus you didnt go into the grammar area and there 
was no way between the two...once you were in the secondary school that was it...if you went 
into grammar school a lot of people stayed on and did what was then 0'levels...um....but I 
dont have much knowledge of what went on after that...in that area., but an awful lot of 
girls...I don't know so much about boys..but an awful lot of girls left school to go into 
secretarial work hairdressing that type of thing...that was., in the area I was it wasnt expected 
that you would go anywhere further...you went out and did a job...
F. yeah...so it was kind of standard that the girls left and not continuing academic life...it 
was sort of get out there and do your work...
D. that's it yeah...um the only ones that did go on I think were the ones that were at grammar 
school...did O'levels and went into nursing but...
F. right...so it's like you were almost streamed away from it fairly soon...
D. oh yes...when I left school I mean everybody was getting married about 
eighteen...um....and anybody that was twenty-three and wasnt married was a real 
oddity....so....
F. so it was a bit of social pressure...actually to follow the group...get married...start up a 
family...
D. yeah...yeah...to me at that time looking back...that what was going to happen...there was 
no idea of going anywhere else...
F. and you were saying particularly for the girls....
D. yes....I mean I can't really answer an awful lot about boys because...I didnt have any 
brothers or sisters...so I don't really know an awful lot about what went on in other areas...
F. right..so it's kind of a sense that you have....
D. yeah...you know looking back that was the thing to do and (F says at this time I'll agree 
with you and D. talks louder and faster over the top of the comment) that was what you 
did....almost the same as going to school at five and leaving at fifteen and that was it....I 
can't say I didn't like school...thinking about it...I always remember wanting to leave but I 
can't say I really didn't like it..I never had any really bad experiences at school either um...
F. so there wasnt much you didnt like about school....it was something that you did but 
were quite glad to leave....or quite looking fonA/ard to leaving....
D. oh yes...I was quite happy to leave...and go to work..
F. so you did....so let's move on from school then...you left school at what age?
D. fifteen...
F. fifteen...and you went into work...you'd done your typing training at school so you went 
out with skills...
D. yes...I went into the civil service into the Inland Revenue...
F. (D. coughs)...straight in....
D. yes....um....
F. living at home?
D. yeah...l finished school in July and went to work in August...um...l stayed there I suppose 
about eighteen months..I was sort of virtually in a typing pool with a lot of girls of similar age 
similar backgrounds...there was a couple of older women in there...um...and then I went from 
there into a job where I did um..shorthand typing...but in the meantime I got married um...and 
then I had Stephen and I packed that job up in February..of um...of 1966...I stayed at
home but um....let me think....
F. when Stephen was a baby.....
D. when Stephen was a baby but then Shirley's only sixteen months younger than Stephen 
so I actually went back to work (oh let me think - D. finding it difficult to remember back 
details I felt) when Stephen was about three and a half...
F. right...so you went back to work....full time....part time?
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D. I went back to work full time...but it was only for about nine months....I worked...
F. you got somebody in to help with the children....
no I used to take them into a nursery....um....let me think....it's going back quite a few 
yearsaswell (laughing)....
I tell you what...you know the story is very much about moving from school to where you are 
here...doing the degree...so you know that area is very crucially important...but the 
detail....you don't have to struggle in this....it's this business of school what happens in 
the middle...what persuades you to come back into higher education....so if there are 
any relevant tuming points which you can think back and think...how long was it that 
you thought you might come back and study again...or what was it that made you feel 
that this might be a good idea...
D. I don't know...I've always been an inquisitive sort of person...if somebody comes and 
does work at home..I want to know how it works...why it's done that way and why it's not done
that way....um....l can't think...what really started me off going back I had two or three
attempts at going back....not to school but to do um....l went back and did a six week course 
in English
F. right...when was that?
(D. looked weary with trying to search memory)...it doesn't matter (laughing with D.)...the
actual date doesn't matter....it was a while back yeah?....that's fine it was a while back....
D. probably about fifteen years ago......
F. sure...OK...
D. um...and there I was going to do what was still an O'Level....
F. can you remember why you thought....I think you were hinting that you've always had an 
enquiring mind...
D. yes I've always wanted to know things.....
F. right...so it was out of interest? you thought you'd go and pick up some education for 
interest or....career...../
D. I don't know what started me going back (very reflecting tone to voice)....
F. right...that's OK....
D. at that (emphasised) I dont know what started me into going back...I never did go back 
and do the O'Level...I only did the six weeks....
F. why was that?
D. I don't really remember...I did feel sort of that um...possibly I wasn't...I didn't have enough 
education to do an O'Level...because to me...(coughs) when I was at school...O'Levels were 
something that clever people did...
F. OK...so there's a stigma around it.....
D. and I certainly wasn't clever according to my father....
F. oh right (voice tone goes up in interest) did he tell you that?
D. um basically yes....
F. when you were little or ?
D. I can't remember about when I was little....
F. but you've got information from your father that you're not clever...
D. yes..because I always wanted to be a nurse...right from oh...from I don't know about tiny 
but...from when I was older..whether that was just a game...another thing that because 
women were steered that way...I don't know but it was something I've looked at later in life 
again...but um....yeah I think that was part of it...
F. so you'd always wanted to be a nurse...you didn't fulfil that desire...
D. no never...
F. right OK....but your father...it sounds like he's been an influence in terms of your sense or 
intellect...
D. oh yes...he influenced the whole of my life actually....l think...um...
F. what about your Mum...
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D. no not really I dont think...not so much...my father was definitely the dominant character 
within the family...um....and really I suppose he had an awful lot of bearing on a lot of what I 
did because he was very much...I dont know whether it was because \ was female....or 
whether it was because he needed it himself to be better than others...do you know what I 
mean...
F. yes I do...
D. it's like I'm not really quite sure whether um I can't remember what happened after
that...I know I did that six weeks...and then I went back...and I know why I went back here....l 
was back um...l went back to work in the Inland Revenue as an audio-typist and to get to be 
from an audio typist there was nowhere to go...but if you could get on the other side like the 
clerical side you could actually work up the scale...
F. right..more prospects...
D. more interesting work...not just sitting there typing...um I decided at that time...no first of 
all I looked into actually changing because the typist was the middle one between the bottom 
level and the next one up but for the bottom level you ...at that time you need three GCSE's 
which I didn't have...and to go down to um the CA work would have been a drop in money 
because I had deficiencies at typing...the only way was to go up to the next one but for that 
one you had to have five 0'Levels...GCSEs...so I decided that I was going to get five 
GCSEs...having said that I still haven't got them...(laughs)...
F. but they were 0'Levels....l mean at that time it was O'Levels....
D. they might have been.,.I'm not sure...yeah there was O'Levels and GCSEs at one time 
wasnt there....
F. they called them GCEs didn't they...not GCSEs...
D. GCEs yeah that's what my children did...but there were O'Levels as well I think....I'm
not sure....but you needed five....and I was determined to get these five....so I worked out 
that I could do them over three years....um...l did two in the first year...it was the Maths I was 
worried about...if I didn't pass the Maths..I would do the Maths and something else the next 
year...um...l did the first year...(laughs)...now what happened...I know...I did the English but I 
got a D um....the Maths I was going to take the um..mental arithmetic part of it...and my 
father died so I never ever took that exam...um....English I got a D which wasn't good 
enough...you had to have C or above...so I went back the next year and I did...I did the 
English again...and I can't remember what happened but I didn't finish it....
F. can you remember what it felt like coming back into doing that studying at that time, 
were there any issues around it that you can remember....
D. I went with my daughter actually...we both did the same course...um yes....uh I
think because schooling is different now to when I was at school...I didn't really know how to 
go about finding things or....adding to the knowledge they had given me...I didn't realise you
had to do that anyway...um.... I didn't really have the confidence either...I felt that
 wasn't inadequate so much as that I didn't have enough knowledge behind what I was
doing....
F. you didn't have these building blocks....(D.yeah) something like that....no hooks....
D. I didnt really know how to go about things...um....
F. learning how to leam....?
D. no not really...it was....when I saw what my daughter wrote and what I wrote...there was
something that she had that I didn't have um...l woudn't say it was too basic....you might
be right...it might be the skill to actually write what you wanted to write.....
F. do you remember how that felt....? you were comparing work with your
daughter and you are saying that there was a difference.................it's the feeling bit around
this coming back into learning again having had a gap......
D. um...................... I don't know........ I didn't really feel so much....l think because I had more
knowledge in other areas....like of life....um....that she didn't have....although yes I do think I
tended to feel a bit inferior to her in the knowledge she had because she could certainly
write....an awful lot better than I could...
F. so when you say inferior....can you elaborate on that...inferior in terms of academic 
work...or did it seep into other areas of...
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D. no it was academic....it was yes....definitely....because there was other areas .as I say 
experience of life that I felt that I had and she didnt have and there vyere certain things that I 
picked up that she didn't pick up because she didn't have that experience....but she had the
experience to write a lot better than I did um....that was the time I got a D and she got a B
(laughing)....um...and I don't really think....it didnt...it bothered me getting a D..but it didnt 
bother me that she got better than me because I was pleased that she'd got what she wanted 
out of it....um...l went back as I said and I didn't finish that course...l think I get to such a 
point where I start to panic and I cant do it....
F. is there a kind of a shutter that comes down? block? panic....
D. no um......
F so when you say you panic and you cant do it....what happens ?
D. I suppose at that time um it's a case of not knowing how to go about getting better....
F. OK yeah...so there's no way forward....you dont know how to get better....is that the
panic and the stop.....
D. (reflecting) um.......
F. (reassuring)...it's a terribly difficult question I'm aware of that....
D. um I'm trying to think it's not really a panic I dont think and I dont really
know...thinking about it...looking back whether it's the inability I think it's....probably more
that I cant do what I want to do (voice very emphatic on each word)...now having said 
that...when I packed that course....! was doing relatively alright during that course...! think I'd 
have probably....I'd have passed...l'd have got a C or above....but I think it's me....l think I 
need an A....I never get an A but that....
F. so this is an ambition...this is something that you're working...or you were aspiring to.....
D. not consciously....it's only just now thinking about it...I've never thought of it before..but 
thinking about it...yes I was getting Cs...l didn't want Cs...l wanted Bs....
F. is Cs like failure...is it as bad as that?
D- no it's not good enough I think this probably stems from my father again...
F. yes...I was going to....
D. yeah...I think it does...um....l did eventually go back....which was probably 1994..no it 
might have been before that...and I went to um...an English Literature class....literally 
because I liked reading...um...and although it was a GCSE class...! though right I'll go to the 
class...enjoy the class...we'll leave out the rest of it....I'm not really that way (laughing)....
F. but that's what you'd have liked perhaps...so you could enjoy it? get that evaluation 
thing out would that be right?
D. in one way yes but in another way no there would have....really there would have been
no purpose to it for me if I couldn't do something about it....um....and having gone there 
(laughing) I realised that the stuff I was reading wasn't what they wanted...um I was
reading (D says I'm warm - F 'are you?...I'm freezing...do you want me to tum this down D.
'no no no...go on I'll take my coat off first don't freeze F. 'I was literally like this (huddled over 
the heater)
D. um....where was I....
F. you weren't reading the structured course...
D. well no....when I went in I realised when they talked about English Literature it was 
Classics...not the rubbish I'd been reading like Catherine Cookson and Daniel....! mean it was 
totally different (D. & F laugh)....and you see again a lot of them had read Jane Eyre....I was 
never a reader anyway....! started reading when my children were little (voice raises like a
question but more ironic to another woman) um...l'd never read...I've never read any of
the classics....um....l think the only book I ever read and that was at school was it
Moonfleet... Moon raker ?
F. yes...
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D. I read that....and the Borrowers...and that was about my limitation apart from these 
Catherine Cookson novels....and um...l feel probably I would have giyen up because again it 
was being inadequate...! hadn't done it...I felt everybody knew a lot more than I did....and
um but then as we went on I found it quite interesting....um but I think really what
pushed me was the teacher.....because she....we had to put our names down for the 
exam...and she said are you going to do it and I said no....so she said um...l think you ought
to I said no...I've done things like this before and I get to the stage that I cant do it....she
said oh go on do it...and in the end she sort of virtually pushed me into doing it...so I said to 
her yeah but I don't think I'll pass and she said oh yes you will dont worry about
it....(laughs)...anyway I did that and I got a ....I think it was a B so I was really thrilled with
that (very animated and laughing tone)...you know um...and the next year because she 
taught the English Language course as well I did the English Language....
F. she sounds very important this teacher....
oh yes...I wouldnt have got here without her pushing me really...in between I did a few Maths 
courses but I still...! will do it one day (laughing) but anyway I did the language for the year 
and I did feel a lot more confident...! think she gave me confidence in as what I found that I 
did better I suppose because I was doing it...and I think feeling a bit more confident...gives 
you enough confidence to put down what you think...rather than what you think you ought 
(stressed) to put down um....and she was the one that suggested I did an Access course and 
um....the Access course was full time and I was working and I said well I really could'nt go full 
time at the time...so she said well see if you can go part time....so I thought well you won't be 
able to do that....! thought well if you dont find out...anyway I 'phoned up the school the 
college numerous times...! never got an answer...and in the end I got fed up...filled in the 
form...sent it in...got there and said to the person who was interviewing me...I said before you
start....before I waste your time I want to this part time....that's fine...so from then um I
even felt inadequate then....that people knew an awful lot more than I did about an awful lot
of things did they actually (stressed) know an awful lot more or do you think that was a
perception that you had...probably difficult to answer that.... um...well certainly the history 
they knew a lot more because I did English and History...they certainly knew a lot more than I 
did....
F. how did you know that ?
D. by what they spoke about in the class...! mean I knew we started with the First World War 
I think....which I knew absolutely nothing about....apart from the fact that um....the troops 
were sent over the top and that was it....that was basically my knowledge of that....and we 
went on to the Second World War which I knew nothing about that but a lot of them...! think 
because they were younger they'd done it at school which I didn't....um...
F. right so there's an age issue...you feel that their education had been fundamentally 
different to yours because they were younger...
D. yeah....mmmm....(reflecting)...but having said that there were older people that did know 
more than I did as well....that had more knowledge...well in History...more knowledge of the 
world....! think my view of what's going on...not so much what's going on....but my knowledge 
isn't very big....l mean possibly now I know a lot more about Psychology than the average 
person...but I would say in a General Knowledge test....an average person would probably
know more than I did...! don't think my knowledge is very broad at all um....
F. and does this matter (emphasised)....
D. um I don't think SO....I wouldn't like to say no though....! don't know....um....l don't
know really whether it really matters....
F. OK we'll carry on...it's fine so you did the Access course...were're moving to the
present now are'nt we because I guess you completed the Access course....
D. yeah I did it over two years part time....
F. over two years..and decided that you were going to go further....when you decided to do 
the Access course was it with a view to coming into Higher Education or were you doing it for 
the joy of it?
D. No...I think it was to go further....
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F. A means to the next bit um...so what made you decide to the degree in
Psychology....?
D. when I went into the Access course (coughs) I picked English Literature because I had 
done it before...! picked the History because it was convenient with work but what I really 
wanted to do was the Psychology but the man who was doing the Psychology mucked me
about with dates and times and I couldn't fit it into work....so I did the English and History
with the idea that if um I couldn't do the Psychology when I wanted to do it I would pack the 
job up...do the Psychology and then find a job that would fit round what I could do....um...it 
didn't actually come to that because I did leave work...um....from then,....from the first year I 
went in....to the Access...my idea was to go further...um...well it just went on a roll from 
there....
yes OK...S0 you're on the academic wheel if you like...you knew that you were now 
goingto...you'd joined academia and you want to go further...yes..the first year I did the 
Access course..there was a lot of people doing it full time so they went into University um....l 
still never thought I would get in....even though they were doing the same course as me and 
they all got in I still didn't think I was going to get in until I actually got....oh I got my first 
acceptance back from Kingston because they had dropped their 
Psychology and I was so pleased with that....for the first two or three days um...because I 
didnt really want to do the English and History...it was just an option to get in really...um...but 
then I decided no I wasn't going to do that...! wasn't going to spend three years doing 
something that I wasn't really that interested in...and if I didn't actually get in here to do 
Psychology I would do a diploma or something somewhere else...so that would give me a bit 
more to sort of get in later...
F. So this sounds like another tuming point in terms of being given a statement that you 
have a right to be there kind of thing...you know you applied and you got accepted...did that 
make a difference....
D. not really...no I don't think so....
F. right OK....
D. no when the first one came yes it was a case of I'd got what I wanted...um and then I
decided no I didn't want to do that no I'd....
F. you weren't being accepted for the thing you wanted to be accepted for....
D. yes...so I made the decision that I wasnt going to do it....but when I actually got 
accepted...well I put in for Psychology and Counselling as well...! was very surprised actually 
I even got an interview....
F. and are you doing the Psychology & Counselling?
D. No....no I didn't get into the Psychology and Counselling but I was very very surprised 
that I even got an interview....
F. for the Psychology and Counselling....why were you surprised?
D. well there was only thirty places....only one University that does it....big competition...and 
I didn't think I'd ever....
(KNOCK ON THE DOOR SO TAPE OFF - THEN RE-START THE TAPE)
F. it was that you'd applied to Kingston yeah OK....
D. because there was only...! just didn't think that I would be...that I would get anywhere....! 
thought it would just be come back straight...
F. no interview no....
D. no nothing....
F. right....
D. I was really shocked when I got an interview um....l was asked to write essay...it was only 
my son that made me write the essay....! said well there's not much point....then he said well 
there's thirty places...thirty people will get in and I said yeah but how many did they have...it 
doesn't matter he said still thirty people get in....
F. So it sounds like you were defeated about the possibility because there's thirty people.... 
D. why should I be one of them....
F. so it's like what's the point...because you're not in the ball park....
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D. yeah....
F. something like that?....I doni want to put words Into your mouth...,
D. no...there's only thirty places....and why should they want me really....I'm not really...well 
clever enough I suppose....yeah...um...and I wrote the essay.got another letter back for the 
Interview and I couldnt believe that....um....i dont think I did very well on the Interview and I 
think that's one of the reasons why I didn't get In...maybe...I don't know...perhaps I was just 
making an excuse for why I didn't get ln....uh....but obviously I got Into the Psychology and 
Womens' Studies.....
F. OK...so we're here now....you've actually arrived at University...you've got 
accepted...how did that feel....?
D. A bit apprehensive....um....
F. did you have any expectations about what It would be like coming Into University level 
study....
D. no....
F. no...no Idea....
D. no...none at all....
F. so what was It like...you had no Idea....you've come Into XXXX studying Psychology and 
Womens' studles...can you remember the early days last year when you first came In....just 
general feelings....
D. um...yes...l still really didn't feel I ought to be here...um...l had mixed messages really to 
be quite honest...because I found Psychology had a different type of person to Womens' 
studies....
F. what students or tutors....
D. no students....(F. quietly reflecting out loud different people)...I found that the Womens'
Studies were...oh what's the word uh....lt was easier to be better In Womens' Studies than
It was In Psychology...put It this way...ln Womens' Studies I was sort of In the top half. In
Psychology I was round about the middle line....
F. OK....mmhm....
D. possibly under the middle line or....roughly there....
F. middle line In terms of other students...or your own measure....
D. no I'm talking about In relation to exam results at the Christmas....
F. ok....so you looked at the general range of exam results....
D. I didn’t to start with (laughing)....I just was hoping that I'd got mlne....lt was when I got 
home my daughter says well what did the others get...I said I don't know..and she said well 
why didn't you look....(voice raised high here)....I said well you can't tell (voice down 
again)....so she said but you can see the other results she says you can see roughly where
you are In the class....
F. so you did that....
D. yeah...l did go back and do that um I felt more adequate In Womens' Studies....but
then I wasn't keen on It either It's....part of It I llked...l liked the Literature bit....the rest of It
was very Sociology based and I don't like Sociology....no It's waffley....
F. right (hesitation then laughs)....
D. It's waffley and Sociology sort of waffley....
F. (laughing) ok......
D. I found Psychology....I found um....l felt more Inadequate...I felt that....
F. Inadequate...ok....lnadequate academically....personally....generally....?
D. academically I think....
F. In the domain of this academic work....so It stayed In that domain...this Inadequate 
feeling....
D. yeah but then....something has just struck me....I didn't feel Inadequate In the Womens'
Studies....! didn't want to do that...I felt Inadequate In what I wanted to do....I don't know
whether that actually means anything or whether It's because try harder...that I get more
wound up doing Psychology that It makes me more Inadequate....or It makes me feel more 
Inadequate because It's something I want to do well at ...whereas Womens' Studies I really 
wasn't that.....
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F. so it matters (emphasised) it sounds as if it matters more in Psychology....! always use 
this word matters....but (D. yeah) it's...
D. it matters because it's what I want to do....Womens' Studies I wasn't....too bothered 
about...! did better in that...um...
F. but did it almost feel not SO WHAT....but you might have done better in Womens'
Studies but that's not the A that you want say ?
D. I did get an A in that actually (laughing)....the first essay that I put In and I got an A...and 
the second one....
F. and how did that feel then? 'cause you've got your A now......
D. It didn't touch me (laughing)...
F. was that because It was Womens' Studies....say you got an A In Psychology...can you 
make that comparison....
D. oh I'd have been over the moon....
F. right OK mmhm um...ls that because It Is harder to achieve or...because It's
Psychology or.....
D. mmm (questioning tone of voice) I don't know....It's because....! think If I'd have got an
A In Psychology yes I would have um...l would have felt as If I could cope with It....
F. so this A....relative to how you were talking about It earlier...It sounds like the goal post 
has changed a blt....because...well earlier on In the Interview....this getting an A seemed very
Important and It sounds very conditional either It didnt seem If I get an A In this subject It's
quite good...or If I get an A In that subject....It seems slightly different...It may not be but It 
sounds different....
D. I dont know....the Idea of getting an A Is to be...well school....top of the class sort of
thing....um.....
F. Intellect recognised......
D. mmm (agreeing tone)....look I can do this....but then....
F. but would that be the thing do you think...that would convince you that you have arrived 
at the top of the class..I'm just wondering...
D. no....no I dont think so....If I got um....llke a seventy four....! don't know If I would actually 
(high pitched voice questioning tone)...! sometimes wonder If that still stems back to my 
father....you know...look I can do better...I'm not...I'm not average....or whether It's just part of 
my personality or nature or what....I dont know....I do have this um....l couldnt do anything 
that I wasn't good at...well no...that's not quite right I wouldnt say I was good at what I'm 
dolng...but I couldnt go now and study something like art....because I cant draw very well...! 
couldnt be bottom of the class...! would back off.....um.......
F. right OK....so just very briefly moving....talking about this A and the meaning of the grade 
In terms of your experience of yourself because that's exactly what we are Involved with at 
the moment...! mean this Is sensitive and I don't want to be Intrusive...but you can't show
your father the A because on a number of occasions you've said you know...maybe this Is
my fathers' Influence....so he's very much around Isn't he...I mean certainly at the moment 
because you've made reference....
D. yes...but he's been dead about six or seven years...
F. yes I understand but you know what I'm saying...
D. yeah...I do...
F. so you cant show him the A...I mean If he Is...
D. no...but on the other hand...If he was alive It wouldn't make any difference....because he
would still turn round and say oh well...well well they don't mark them very well or....It's
not so difficult as It was before....
F. that';s what I was asking yes....
D. yes....he would have done....
F. right...ok so staying around this Issue of evaluation here...and we are talking very
much about the different levels of grade...can you talk to me a little bit more about what It 
feels like to have your work evaluated...the actual doing of It...handing It In...and getting a 
grade back....and we're touching on It but um...what's that whole evaluation....
D. what you mean doing something....
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F. yeah....youVe done a piece of work....you hand it in...you know It's going to get a 
grade...you are going to be evaluated...somebody Is going to look at It'and you're going to
get It how does that feel....?
D........................................
F. some people have nothing to say about that you know that's part of coming Into
studying....so what....you know...there's not an answer It sometimes raises Issues...
D. I dont know...I'm quite pleased to put It In the box....when I've actually done It...got rid of 
lt....um....and actually putting It In the box the Idea ls...oh well as long as I pass...but that's 
not really what's...It's just a....
F. It sounds like you have a dialogue with yourself.... putting It In the box and you're saying 
to yourself..as long as I pass that's what matters...but not really...
D. It doesn't matter (emphasises doesn't)....no that's not really what matters...
F. the bottom (emphasised) line Is that you want to pass...
D. I think If I didn't get a pass...l'd pull out...put It that way....
F. do you ever think that you won't pass...when you put It through that letter box...you 
actually experience...put It through the letter box...
D. especially with the first two I ever did...
F. right...and what happened...so you've put It through the letter box and you think...I might 
not have passed...can you remember what kind of grade you got...you dont have to say of 
course...
D. the first two I put In I got 70 and 74....that was Womens' Studies though....um....
F. and you'd thought when you handed It In that you might have failed...
D. It was very border line....
D. I think not knowing what they wanted as well...you know how your knowledge measured 
up to what they actually wanted....and how different the grades were from here from 
Access...
F. right...so you didn't quite know what the standard was required...so you got these first 
class marks....how did that feel....ln relation to what you had thought when you submitted the 
work...can you remember the dialogue you had with yourself...
D. no I can remember worrying because I was about five words over...um...
F. but actually when you got those marks having thought that you might even possibly fall... 
D. well...when I actually picked It up...l didn't have my glasses on I couldn't see It properly 
and It was 74 and I thought that's got to be wrong It's got be 24....so I can remember thinking 
that
F. what kind of grades had you been getting on Access....sort of average....
D. about Bs..
F. BS....SO you thought here that the standard was a lot higher....for you to have thought you 
were going to get a 24...
D. no I don't know that I thought I'd get a 24...when I looked at It...I couldn't see It 
properly....! could see the top bit...and It either had to be a seven or a two....It could'nt be...
F. so you rounded It down to the 2 rather than up to the 7 ok.....
D. well I was amazed actually....! was also very shocked In one respect because I had been 
talking to somebody else and um...she'd actually put In things like metaphors and similes In 
hers...l hadn't done that....so I was surprised that It worked out that my mark was better than 
hers....so It did make me realise that there's more than one way of writing something and 
getting a mark....but....It didnt have a lot of effect on me actually....um...
F. did It have an effect on your attitude to the discipline of Womens' Studies....like they're 
easy markers...not that I want to feed you with this...
D. no not really...
F. you didn't....you took It straight...
D. yeah...
F. mhmmm...
D. when I got over the shock....no I didn't think they were easy markers...! didn't have 
anything to compare It with either because we hadn't actually put In any work here....
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F. shock is quite a strong response isn't it ?
D. mmm yeah....! took it home and I remember my daughter...! was telling my
daughter....she said there's only one way now and it's down...! said no I got seventy the
first time round...sorry...I got the seventy...she said there's only one way now is down I said 
yeah I realise that...and the next one I got the seventy four for...after that it deteriorated but 
um.....
it didn't have the effect that it should have had...really thinking about it....it like I say...I've 
actually thought about it...it's something I've always wanted....
F. and you got It....and you were shocked....
D. yeah...but It didn't have very much effect...
F. effect In what respect....
D. well It didnt make me feel adequate at all....
F. I wanted to hear you say that....! didn't want to pre-empt you....
D. In fact I felt a bit guilty really....because other people who were talking about what they 
got...and their marks were quite lower than mine....so In some respects I felt quite guilty....
F. guilty?
D. yes....l felt guilty...yeah I think so....
F. what do you think that was all about?
D. dont know...
F. mmmm...gullt...l wonder what guilt means....usually...
D. (coughs)...yeah...l mean usually when you talk to people you sort of...they say what did
you get...especially at the beginning...but um there was no way I was going to volunteer
what I'd got...! wouldnt ask anybody else what they got either....and I don't know whether 
that's to do with the fact that I'd got what I wanted...and I was obviously....I'd obviously got
the A....whereas If I hadn't...If I'd have got say 58.... 1 might have been more Interested In
comparing myself with others...
F. more sort of average and then....
(TURN TAPE OVER) /
F. these 70s grades OK so we hop over to Psychology...how about first evaluation 
experiences In Psychology?
D. what did we do first no research methods we did flrst....um....l wasn't sure what I was
supposed to be dolng...what I'd got no I was a lot more apprehensive about that....! think
possibly because It was um...dlfferent ground...It was something I hadn't really done before 
whereas..um...well no the other things were'nt either really. English was but the other one
wasn't...um I did quite well In that (voice sounds reflectively surprised)....! got 68 I
think...to start wlth...um...
F. did that make a difference? In relation to this Inadequate thing?
D. no no no I think because the first thing was an actual report...It was putting...X
had written the report and we had to put In a couple of paragraphs and bits and pieces....! felt 
that um...no that It was too easy...no It wasn't really because It was too easy...because I didnt 
find It particularly easy sorting It out to do lt....um....l suppose really I thought more to the 
point as well...! might have got that and that but what's going to happen when I have to write 
the whole thing myself.....um....
F. so there's still this jangle going on...there's an explanation for the grade which Is coming 
from within rather than accepting the grade Itself..Is that right....
D. yeah....um...
F. your self-evaluation Is stronger than the evaluation Itself It sounds like It....
D. yeç...yes....l think you're right....
F. and so you're finding an explanation to get them In sync....! don't know If It makes sense 
that question....anyway I understand what you're saying....so we're talking about the first 
year....at the moment...now you are In your second year....do you think anything has
shifted have you changed during this period of being here....?
D. no...not really....It's still feel Inadequate yeah...
F. It's still going on...It's still there...right OK...
5 2 7
APPENDIX VI (Confd)
D. more so in some things than in others and I think...! don't feel quite so inadequate in 
research....because a lot of that is knowing howto do it...and It's right um...which Is 
something that you either learn or you dont learn...um...
F. facts....because right at the beginning you were saying that you were much more 
comfortable with lnformatlon...not this as you say Sociology wiffly waffly...(laughs)...OK so 
research methods suits you...In that respect anyway...
D. yes...the only thing I cant work out I mean....! dont know this last report...but I'm talking 
about last year...! seem to do relatively well In the discussion....which Is evaluatlon...but I 
can't get the evaluation Into the essays....
F. so you're still working on that....
D. I dont know whether It Is because I dont have enough knowledge and I dont read 
enough...or whether It's because ....I've got the knowledge I just cant apply It....
F. when you say you cant get the evaluation Into the essays can I ask I mean...you don't 
have to answer...but what roughly what kind of grades would you be getting for your essays?
D, I got well the practice essay we did I think I got 57 or 58 and In the proper essay I got
57/58 but In the exam I got 52...
F. OK right...so that's what you're talking about...the evaluatlon...whlch you need to do to 
cross Into the 60 at least...
D. yeah.....
F. right OK....
D. that I find a problem I think I've got more Idea of what I'm supposed to be doing
now...um....exams I find problem...
F. I was going to ask you If there are any areas In academic life which may be stressful for 
you...
D. all of It....
F. really?
D. um.............
F. the whole experience......
D. yeah (quietly and reflecting)....the exams I find worse...um but why I cannot really
pinpoint because I can go Into an exam....the first thing I do Is look at the paper to see If the 
question Is there that I can actually answer....then I panic because I can't get my head around 
answering with the knowledge I've got...answering the questions there....
F. right...when you say the knowledge you've got...you've revised presumably for the 
exam....(D. yeah)..so you've got knowledge In there that you've put In there...
D. but I can't relate to the question....
F. OK...
D. I've done this a few times....
F. so you have to draw on this knowledge and work with It....which you find difficult...
D. In the exam yeah....um...l think having done It a couple of tlmes...ln Womens'
Studies...there was one of the exams I did It...we were doing something about the history of 
women..that we had actually done In class about suffragettes and all that sort of thing which I 
found very lnterestlng...(coughs)...when we got to the question In the exam It 
was...somethlng like...how does the history of...why do we need history to know about women 
now....and I looked at It and I thought well there's no way what the Information I've got...llke 
the suffragettes and that...how can I relate to that....I did have enough sense to write the 
other essay flrst....but I sat there and looked at It and I still couldn't work out howto do lt...and 
In the end I sort of said to myself well If you write nothing you get no marks...If you write 
something you'll get some marks...and I wrote It out of my head...literally of what my
knowledge of sort of why we need It...I did pass....but that surprised me as well because I
hadn't actually put anything In they taught me....so perhaps there's a lesson to be learned 
there....perhaps I should use more of my own....Ideas.....
F. yes....It's that balance Isn't It your own Ideas backed up with um...you know research
and....
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D. I seem to have....l can do the descriptive bit...I know...I have learned...IVe done enough 
revision to know what it's all about...but I find actually picking fault with what somebody else 
has done Is very difficult....
F. OK...so...this...
D. (Interrupts)....In as much as essays....but then other times I don't....so I can't really work 
out where the bit between the two Is....
F. right...so there's this area which you're having to work at...you're beginning to understand 
what you need to do...but It's actually putting It Into practice.....
D. I don't know If that up to a point Is lack of confidence to write It In...because um...Eysenck 
said this (emphasised)....he knows more about It that I do so he's got to be right...which Is 
very typical of my father....
F. so If somebody who has published says something they've got (emphasised) to be
right you do not criticise people who represent any authority....
D. they know better than you....
F. I see so It's almost like olders and betters that kind of area....If someone's older than
you they're better than you..
D. yeah...yeah....and my opinion cant really count...It's got to be stupid....
F. and what you're experiencing here (emphaslsed)..ls to have an opinion and work In an
evaluative kind of way which Is alien to what you have been taught In the past....
D. yes...um....
F. so you're having to unlearn this....
D. I mean...I did In one of the research reports...! put In something which was entirely my 
own Idea...literally because I couldnt think of anything else to write...and when I got It back It 
looked good by It...I could'nt believe that something that I had picked out of It was that 
good........
F. so you've still got this Inadequate feeling that's still around...Is It lifting at all would you 
say?
D. I don't know really...It does................ It's um...what's the word I'm trying to think....If I
was speaking to anybody then...and looking at It logically....! would say I'm not
Inadequate...and that....when I was saying It I would believe It...because looking sort from the 
whole area there's no reason why I should be Inadequate...um...but my feeling Is I am....so It 
doesn't make sense...
F. It sounds Illogical...
D. It sounds very Illogical....
F. OK....right well we've covered my...diagram here...
D. oh righl..
F. yeah...but before we switch off....l wonder If you could just summarise your experience of 
being a student..! mean we've got some wonderfully rich Information about this...but would 
you be able to just tie It up for me...
D. what the way I feel about being a student?
F. yeah...
D. um......... I do enjoy It...I do find It's Interesting finding out new things....um...I don't like the
exams...! get Into a terrible panic beforehand...um...and I do have this feeling of being
Inadequate....but I like the people that are learning...and I like the lecturers....um and
everybody seems quite helpful and friendly which Is something that you don't actually find
always on the outside....um but I still have times when I think that I should'nt be
here and I still have times when I think of giving up....
F. do you....yeah....what makes you stay then...when you go through those times?
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D..........................I dont know really...(slight laugh) um....well I waspn the verge of giving
up the other week...put It this way....we was doing a report and I couldnt get to grips with 
lt....um...l think It was because a lot of It was left open...there wasn't any one way of 
answering It and I tend to like to be told this this and this and go home and do lt...um...l spent 
eight hours one day fiddling about with about 300 words and I needed 500 and couldn't find
any more um....l 'phoned my daughter up and told her I was going to pack It In I got
shouted at for It so that's why I didnt do It that time....(laughing)....
F. It sounds like your son and your daughter are very supportive...! mean they sound as If 
they...
D. I think my daughter Is more because she's actually started at XXXX doing Sociology...
F. oh right(*refer back to D.'s description of Sociology as waffly - Investigate relationship 
with daughter/competition etc.)..
D. um...she shouts at me and tells me how stupid I am...as she did over that....you've only
got so many weeks to go...just DO IT If you can't do It give It In the way It Is you
know....she said you wont fall....but then to me I will....
F. so you're actually coming at It from a different...
D. yes...oh she has a totally different outlook to me....totally I mean she'll write something
and say I don't think that's all that good....but um...l shall get a pass on lt....and she's In the
first year so but um...l couldn't give anything In like that...I be really writing It um....my
son would be more the other way...oh well If you want to give up...glve up then....! mean It's 
your own stupid fault....and then that would turn me the other way...to say well...no I'm not 
going to...you know I'm not going to be beaten sort of thlng..so I dont know...I'm getting to 
feel the same way now over the exams...! think It's a case of when something's being 
measured...when my ability Is being measured....
F. that's what It sounds like....! mean that's been a very consistent theme throughout hasn't 
It...
D. when my ability Is being measured I try and back off....but then because I'm determined 
up to a point..! don't...! start looking at other altematlves...llke the exams was going through
my head this moming and I thought well If I don't pass I could re-sIt them If I don't pass the
re-slts I would have to do another year....
F. so you develop a strategy to cope with a fall. ..
D. yeah...
F. you have to look beyond the fall...that's the way you can go forward....If I fall I can re­
sit....you have to deal with It...
D. If I actually failed I don't know If I could cope with It....
F. right OK....
D. I don't know whether...
F. do you think It's likely?
D. logically probably not...................um...but I wouldn't like to say no...looking at what you
have to do to get under 35 I should think It's quite difficult...but perhaps I shouldn't say 
that....
F. would It be easier to fall...than to be getting 70s?
D. no (quietly and reflecting on the question In tone of voice) no no (emphasised now)
um...l would feel totally (emphasised) Inadequate then....totally....unless I had a good reason 
for It....but even then If I had a reason It wouldn't be good enough....It would still be down to 
me....
F. mmhm....right...I think we can conclude at that point...
D. (laughs)....
F. but before I switch off for my own development can you just tell me how you 
experienced the Interview Itself...how was It for you? this Is something I ask everybody...
D. no no It was alright...It was fine...It wasn't what I expected....
F. mmhm...what did you expect?
D. um I expected that you wanted to know more of my feeling at being younger....which
was something that worried me because I can't remember a lot of early school....
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F. was that because I did that mini-questionnaire....and I focused in on filling out school 
experience...do you think that influenced it....
D. I dont know...
F. you know this little form you know that I asked people to fill in...
D. (suddenly remembers voice tone)....oh yes....
F. when I asked to give a rating of school....did that Indicate that the Interview was all going 
to be about school perhaps?
D. yes I think possibly It did yes....mmmhm....
F. so It wasnt what you expected because you thought...
D. no because I found It easier to say what I felt because literally It was nearer....! mean 
going back to what I felt at school...! cant really remember...! can remember a couple of 
things...about a boy that had the head girls shoes on....It never occurred to me that I had 
boys shoes on....(Diana & F laugh)
F. so the Interview was fine.....
D. It was alright....
F. oh good... (TAPE OFF)
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STUDENTS EXPERIENCES IN HIGHER EDUCATION
I am currently working on some research investigating students' experiences in Higher 
Education and I am requesting volunteers to offer approximately one hour of their time 
for an interview. Information which is disclosed in the interview will be treated in strict 
confidence.
If you are interested in taking part in this research, please would you complete the 
following 'mini' questionnaire so that I can then 'randomly' select a sample:-
NAME___________________________   AGE __________
SEX (Please tick) FEMALE [___] MALE[___]
YEAR OF STUDY: First [___] Second [___] Third [___]
OVERALL EXPERIENCES OF SCHOOL
Please indicate your overall experience of school on a scale of 1 to 7 with 'T  indicating 
'BAD EXPERIENCE and '7' indicating 'GOOD EXPERIENCE':-
Bad Overall Experience 1 2 3 4 5 6  7 Good Overall Experience
(Please tick one 'box')
Bad[ [___[___[___[___[___[ ]Good
1 2 3 4 5 6  7
Contact Address:-
Telephone No.
Frances Michie
School of Psychology & Counselling 
Roehampton Institute London
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Coding Tree from Content Analysis of ttie Interviews for Study II
CODEWORDS
SCHOOL
FREQCSLINES
Academic Issues
24SCHOOL & 6TH FORM COLLEGE.anxiety 4
SCHOOL & 6TH FORM COLLEGE.anxiety.exams 13 95
SCHOOL & 6TH FORM COLLEGE.approach to learning 3 19
SCHOOL & 6TH FORM COLLEGE.ASCS negative 10 87
SCHOOL & 6TH FORM COLLEGE.ASCS negative.maths 10 54
SCHOOL & 6TH FORM COLLEGE.ASCS positive 5 18
SCHOOL & 6TH FORM COLLEGE.evaluation 0 0
SCHOOL & 6TH FORM COLLEGE.evaluation.competition 10 138
SCHOOL & 6TH FORM COLLEGE.evaluation.grade & effort 5 56
SCHOOL & 6TH FORM COLLEGE.evaluation.negative 2 10
SCHOOL & 6TH FORM COLLEGE.STUDY 0 0
SCHOOL & 6TH FORM COLLEGE.STUDY.achievement 5 22
SCHOOL & 6TH FORM COLLEGE.STUDY.achievement.GCSE/0'Levels 10 42
SCHOOL & 6TH FORM COLLEGE.STUDY.achievement.negative 29 203
SCHOOL & 6TH FORM COLLEGE.STUDY.achievement.positive 30 111
SCHOOL & 6TH FORM COLLEGE.STUDY.learning approach 20 173
SCHOOL & 6TH FORM COLLEGE.STUDY.motivation 0 0
SCHOOL & 6TH FORM COLLEGE.STUDY.motivation.enjoys topic 13 51
SCHOOL & 6TH FORM COLLEGE.STUDY.motivation.enjoys topic.dislike topic 4 14
SCHOOL & 6TH FORM COLLEGE.STUDY.motivation.high 15 66
SCHOOL & 6TH FORM COLLEGE.STUDY.motivation.issues 14 118
SCHOOL & 6TH FORM COLLEGE.STUDY.motivation.low 53 323
Social fi Personal
13SCHOOL & 6TH FORM COLLEGE.attendance attitudes 2
SCHOOL & 6TH FORM COLLEGE.BULLY ISSUES 40 390
SCHOOL & 6TH FORM COLLEGE.friendship 18 196
SCHOOL & 6TH FORM COLLEGE.friendship.fragmentation 6 64
SCHOOL & 6TH FORM COLLEGE.friendship.negative 25 170
SCHOOL & 6TH FORM COLLEGE.friendship.negative.isolation 42 334
SCHOOL & 6TH FORM COLLEGE.friendship.positive 55 303
SCHOOL & 6TH FORM COLLEGE.friendship.strategy 9 74
SCHOOL & 6TH FORM COLLEGE.MISFIT 14 65
SCHOOL & 6TH FORM COLLEGE.MISFIT.dreamy lost 4 46
SCHOOL & 6TH FORM COLLEGE.rebel/truant 28 252
SCHOOL & 6TH FORM COLLEGE.rebel/truant.fake illness 3 18
Factual
40 373SCHOOL & 6TH FORM COLLEGE.continuity & change
SCHOOL & 6TH FORM COLLEGE.continuity & change.change school/neg 10 83
SCHOOL & 6TH FORM COLLEGE.continuity & change.change school/pos 2 5
SCHOOL & 6TH FORM COLLEGE.factual information 68 514
SCHOOL & 6TH FORM COLLEGE.factual information.memories 20 99
SCHOOL & 6TH FORM COLLEGE.factual information.memories.bad 15 137
SCHOOL & 6TH FORM COLLEGE.factual information.memories.good 9 57
SCHOOL & 6TH FORM COLLEGE.policy/structure 20 142
General Reflections
42 247SCHOOL & 6TH FORM COLLEGE.general negative
SCHOOL & 6TH FORM COLLEGE.general positive 80 300
SCHOOL & 6TH FORM COLLEGE.general reflections 17 107
SCHOOL & 6TH FORM COLLEGE.leaving school 36 233
Teachers
61SCHOOL & 6TH FORM COLLEGE.TEACHERS 9
SCHOOL & 6TH FORM COLLEGE.TEACHERS.authoritarian 31 240
SCHOOL & 6TH FORM COLLEGE.TEACHERS.authoritarian.coping strategy 2 11
SCHOOL & 6TH FORM COLLEGE.TEACHERS.disobedient 6 34
SCHOOL & 6TH FORM COLLEGE.TEACHERS.negative 58 491
SCHOOL & 6TH FORM COLLEGE.TEACHERS.obedient 6 32
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SCHOOL & 6TH FORM COLLEGE.TEACHERS.positive
SCHOOL & 6TH FORM COLLEGE.TEACHERS.teaching methods
SCHOOL & 6TH FORM COLLEGE.TEACHERS.teaching methods.effective
SCHOOL & 6TH FORM COLLEGE.TEACHERS.teaching methods.ineffective
SIGNIFICANT TEACHER
44
0
5
24
23
198
0
40
188
231
5Î3
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BREAK BETWEEN SCHOOL fi HIGHER EDUCATION 
Interpersonal
BREAK.interpersonal neg 
BREAK.interpersonal pos 
Training/Academic Qualifications
BREAK.training/qualifications
BREAK.training/qualifications.ASC negative
BREAK.training/qualifications.ASC positive
BREAK.training/qualifications.drop out
BREAK.training/qualifications.entry route comparison
BREAK.training/qualifications.entry route to HE
BREAK.training/qualifications.learning experience
BREAK.training/qualifications.motivation high
BREAK.training/qualifications.motivation low
BREAK.training/qualifications.negative experience
BREAK.training/qualifications.negative experience.confidence
BREAK.training/qualifications.negative experience.exams
BREAK.training/qualifications.negative experience.fail/under achieve
BREAK.training/qualifications.negative experience.maths/statistics
BREAK.training/qualifications.negative experience.teaching\tutors
BREAK.training/qualifications.positive experience
BREAK.training/qualifications.REASON TO LEARN
Travel
BREAK.travel
Work Experiences
BREAK.work
BREAK.work.motivation 
BREAK.work.motivation.high 
BREAK.work.motivation.low 
BREAK.work.negative 
BREAK.work.positive 
BREAK.work.positive.confidence 
BREAK.work.positive.good salary 
BREAK.work.unemployed
18 201
27 176
20 91
32 237
16 102
19 101
3 35
24 257
13 113
6 22
20 135
13 88
4 88
2 7
7 62
6 55
24 180
32 167
56 486
16 152
21 138
2 19
1 4
6 59
20 260
24 163
16 101
4 28
3 9
COLLEGE
Academic Issues
COLLEGE.ASC neg/self-doubt
COLLEGE.ASC neg/self-doubt.baggage stuck
COLLEGE.ASC neg/self-doubt.parents
COLLEGE.ASC pos/confident
COLLEGE.ASC speculation
COLLEGE.compare years of study
COLLEGE.COMPETITION
COLLEGE.COMPETITION.compare grades/intact
COLLEGE.COMPETITION.compare grades/neg
COLLEGE.COMPETITION.negative
COLLEGE.COMPETITION.personal competition
COLLEGE.COMPETITION.positive
COLLEGE.EVALUATION
COLLEGE.EVALUATION.anxiety
COLLEGE.EVALUATION.anxiety.parents
COLLEGE.EVALUATION.compare past
COLLEGE.EVALUATION.compare past.continuity & change
COLLEGE.EVALUATION.congruence
COLLEGE.EVALUATION.congruence.incongruence
COLLEGE.EVALUATION.coping strategy
COLLEGE.EVALUATION.feelings about it
COLLEGE.EVALUATION.grade & effort
COLLEGE.EVALUATION.grades & ability
COLLEGE.EVALUATION.negative
COLLEGE.EVALUATION.positive
COLLEGE.EXPECTATIONS
COLLEGE.EXPECTATIONS.optimistic
COLLEGE.EXPECTATIONS.pessimistic
COLLEGE.factual/courses
COLLEGE.LEARNING
COLLEGE.LEARNING.approach to learning
COLLEGE.LEARNING.approach to learning.inhibitions
COLLEGE.LEARNING.approach to learning.proactive
COLLEGE.LEARNING.dependent
COLLEGE.LEARNING.independent
COLLEGE.LEARNING.learning comparisons
COLLEGE.LEARNING.motivation high
COLLEGE.LEARNING.motivation low
COLLEGE.LEARNING.motivation reflections
COLLEGE.LEARNING.statistics negative
45 352
23 224
11 130
35 225
39 349
2 20
53 437
30 264
8 56
8 112
11 80
11 72
3 32
20 160
2 35
27 272
6 70
8 50
22 251
20 193
25 201
25 197
38 281
9 73
13 76
14 133
6 35
6 36
18 92
21 257
39 360
13 74
1 4
1 13
10 96
21 179
21 136
20 215
1 4
22 167
6ik
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COLLEGE.LEARNING.statistics positive 
COLLEGE.LEARNING.study groups 
COLLEGE.LEARNING.teaching neg 
COLLEGE.LEARNING.teaching pos 
DYSLEXIA/SPECIAL NEEDS 
Social fi Personal 
COLLEGE.FRIENDS/PEERS
COLLEGE.FRIENDS/PEERS.age differences 
COLLEGE.FRIENDS/PEERS.isolation 
COLLEGE.FRIENDS/PEERS.negative 
COLLEGE.FRIENDS/PEERS.positive 
General
COLLEGE.general/change course
COLLEGE.general/change course.drop out/part-time
COLLEGE.general/change course.negative experience
COLLEGE.general/change course.positive experience
Accommodation
COLLEGE.live at home
COLLEGE.living in halls bad
COLLEGE.living in halls good
COLLEGE.living in halls reflections
COLLEGE.living out
Stress
COLLEGE.STRESS
COLLEGE.STRESS.& ambition
COLLEGE.STRESS.& ASCS
COLLEGE.STRESS.& past experience
COLLEGE.STRESS.coping strategy
COLLEGE.STRESS.evaluation/coursework
COLLEGE.STRESS.evaluation/coursework.experiential group 
COLLEGE.STRESS.exams
COLLEGE.STRESS.exams.coping strategy
COLLEGE.STRESS.finance
COLLEGE.STRESS.finance.paid work
COLLEGE.STRESS.halls
COLLEGE.STRESS.home issues
COLLEGE.STRESS.home issues.homesick
COLLEGE.STRESS.intact
COLLEGE.STRESS.interpersonal
COLLEGE.STRESS.interpersonal.relationship
COLLEGE.STRESS.low confidence
COLLEGE.STRESS.other
COLLEGE.STRESS.other.illness
COLLEGE.STRESS.other.independent learning
COLLEGE.STRESS.overload
COLLEGE.STRESS.overload.pressure to play 
COLLEGE.STRESS.overload.time management 
COLLEGE.STRESS.reflect on others 
COLLEGE.STRESS.ROLE CONFLICT 
COLLEGE.STRESS.statistics
6 36
1 6
21 236
26 263
39 670
28 225
61 668
43 351
31 348
48 375
13 101
24 216
16 103
21 155
2 19
32 303
31 179
32 236
7 78
30 321
10 87
13 121
3 49
25 218
21 258
3 89
36 275
1 6
34 255
23 168
13 141
8 80
25 161
15 70
19 183
25 204
17 147
12 115
7 45
4 40
12 109
20 195
28 240
8 63
19 215
14 112
FAMILY
Child Memories
FAMILY.childhood memories 
Problems
FAMILY.family problems 
FAMILY.finance 
Parenting 
FAMILY.parenting 
FAMILY.parents 
Parents
FAMILY.parents.negative
FAMILY.parents.positive
FAMILY.partner
FAMILY.partner.negative
FAMILY.partner.positive
Rebellion
FAMILY.rebellion
Siblings
FAMILY.siblings
24
20
7
25 
61
15
6
1
12
14
64
184
243
66
198
529
136
57
2
158
112
48
497
PERSONALITY
General
PERSONALITY
Self-Esteem
PERSONALITY.confidence 
PERSONALITY.confidence.self-doubt
40
23
16
447
341
134
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PERSONALITY.confidence.self-esteem ' 10 77
PERSONALITY.learning/asc 11 148
Learning & Change
PERSONALITY.learning/asc.change 4 9 462
Coping Strategy
PERSONALITY.personal problems 7 97
PERSONALITY.personal problems.coping strategy 7 43
Self & Change
PERSONALITY.reflections on self 13 145
PERSONALITY.reflections on self.change 51 448
Reason to Participate In Higher Education 
Career Goals
WHY PARTICIPATE.career goals 28 203
Don't Know
WHY PARTICIPATE.don't know 7 48
Joy of Learning
WHY PARTICIPATE.enjoyment of learning 16 96
Inevitable
WHY PARTICIPATE.merrygoround 6 42
Parents
WHY PARTICIPATE.parents 18 120
Self-Development
WHY PARTICIPATE.self development 21 255
Social
WHY PARTICIPATE.social 2 6
Status
WHY PARTICIPATE.status 8 72
Overall Reflections & Final Sunmmary
YOUR STORY, negative 14 62
YOUR STORY, positive 40 230
YOUR STORY, reflections 73 773
S’S 6
APPENDIX IX(a)
Co-ordinates of Correspondence Analysis Plots (Analysis 1)
Correspondence Analysis - School & College Experience
Co-ordinate 1 Co-ordinate 2
REF -9.65 12.90
REM -26.40 -0.53
TEF 9.42 -14.29
TEM 34.12 24.00
CPOS -3.92 -45.04
CAINEG -10.75 13.35
CRELNEG 33.06 6.73
CSTRESS -6.17 -8.72
CAIPOS -31.94 -4.51
CRELPOS 13.32 -47.24
SPOS 4.31 14.17
SAIPOS 15.81 1.51
SRELPOS 14.74 7.90
SNEG -10.24 11.80
SAINEG 22.01 -0.40
SRELNEG 13.18 3.82
REF Re-entry Females
REM Re-entry Males
TEF Traditional Entry Females
TEM Traditional Entry Males
CPOS Positive Overall Experience of College
CAINEG Negative Academic Experience at College
CRELNEG Negative Friendships at College
CSTRESS Stress at College
CAIPOS Positive Academic Experience at Coliege
CRELPOS Positive Friendships at Coliege
SPOS Positive Overail Experience at Schooi
SAIPOS Positive Academic Experience at Schooi
SRELPOS Positive Friendships at Schooi
SNEG Negative Overail Experience at School
SAINEG Negative Academic Experiences at Schooi
SRELNEG Negative Friendships at School
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APPENDIX IX(b)
Co-ordinates of Correspondence Analysis Plots (Analysis 2 ) 
Correspondence Analysis of College Experience, Stress and Reason to 
Participate in Higher Education
Participants Co-ordinate 1 Co-ordinate 2  |
REM 4.56 15.89
REF 46.98 -7.78
TEF -22.72 -15.33
TEM -25.38 45.28
Predictors
CPOS -18.52 -40.92
CAINEG 2.48 17.60
CRELNEG -39.47 24.33
STRESS -7.75 -3.90
CAIPOS 23.87 -7.47
CRELPOS -31.83 -37.84
HECAR 25.76 -38.17
HEENJLRN 62.40 16.82
HEPAR -60.96 -45.37
HESELFDEV 121.99 -9.31
CPOS
CAINEG
CRELNEG
STRESS
CAIPOS
CRELPOS
HECAR
HEENJLRN
HEPAR
HESELFDEV
Positive overail experiences at College 
Negative academic experiences at college 
Negative experience of friendship at college 
Stress at college
Positive academic experiences at college
Positive experiences of friendship at college
Reason to participate in Higher Education - career advancement
Reason to participate in Higher Education - enjoyment of learning
Reason to participate in Higher Education - parental influence
Reason to participate in Higher Education - self development
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APPENDIX IX(c)
CORRESPONDENCE ANALYSIS (Analysis 3)
Academic Self-concept and Global Self-Esteem at School, in the Break 
between School and College and in Higher Education
Participants Co-ordinate 1 Co-ordinate 2
REF 44.83 -23.39
REM -9.11 26.28
TEF -53.67 -4.88
TEM 60.32 129.06
Predictors
SELFDBT -73.13 ^ .0 0
SELFEST 101.11 122.72
BASCNEG 88.24 -43.57
BASCPOS 41.32 46.69
CASCNEG -12.31 -12.51
CASCPOS -11.03 31.10
SASCNEG -62.11 -13.13
SASCPOS 68.16 -61.54
KEY:
REF
REM
TEF
TEM
SELFDBT
SELFEST
BASCNEG
BASCPOS
CASCNEG
CASCPOS
SASCNEG
SASCPOS
Re-entry female students 
Re-entry male students 
Traditional entry female students 
Traditional entry male students 
Self-doubt in academic ability 
Global self-esteem
Negative academic seif-concept in the Break between Schooi & 
College
Positive Academic seif-concept in the Break between School & 
College
Negative Academic Seif-concept at College 
Positive Academic Seif-concept at College 
Negative Academic Seif-concept at Schooi 
Positive Academic Seif-concept at School
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APPENDIX IX(d)
Co-ordinates of Correspondence Analysis Plots (Analysis 4)
Correspondence Analysis of Overall Experience of Schoôl & The Break
Between School and College
(Note: the break only applies to re-entry students - by definition traditional entry students 
have come to college straight from schooi)
Participants Co-ordinate 1 Co-ordinate 2
REF 6.80 -27.03
REM -63.94 9.87
TEF 49.05 20.52
TEM 69.99 -3.48
Predictors
SPOS 41.20 -0.22
SNEG 25.89 -1.22
BWPOS -39.39 -39.09
BWNEG -109.65 22.05
HECAR 2.37 41.82
HEENJLRN -29.71 -36.83
HESLFDEV -84.94 1.97
KEY:
SPOS
SNEG
BWPOS
BWNEG
HECAR
HEENJLRN
HESLFDEV
Positive overail experience of school 
Negative overall experience of schooi
Positive experience of work in the break between school and college 
Negative experience of work in the break between school and college 
Reason to participate in Higher Education - career advancement 
Reason to participate in Higher Education - enjoyment of learning 
Reason to participate in Higher Education - self development
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APPENDIX IX(e)
Co-ordinates of Correspondence Analysis Plots (Analysis 5)
Correspondence Analysis for Authoritarian Teaching Practice at School, Academic
Self-concept at School & College and Global Self-esteem
Participants Co-ordinate 1 Co-ordinate 2
REF 16.94 -29.27
REM -12.56 23.63
TEF -29.13 8.23
TEM 128.47 38.42
Predictors
SAUTHT 68.11 1.39
SASCNEG -44.92 12.23
SASCPOS 26.28 -105.02
CASCNEG -13.30 -13.94
CASCPOS 4.30 22.96
SELFDBT -51.41 28.25
SELFEST 148.67 13.61
SAUTHT
SASCNEG
SASCPOS
CASCNEG
CASCPOS
SELFDBT
SELFEST
Authoritarian teachers at school 
Negative academic self-concept at school 
Positive academic self-concept at school 
Negative academic seif-concept at college 
Positive academic seif-concept at college 
Overall self-doubt 
Positive global self-esteem
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APPENDIX X
DIARY 83 (and final)
STRESS LEVEL TODAY:
This diary is being written on Sunday moming when I should have written it on 
Friday. I have been thinking about it quite frequently and now the time has come 
to close it down. This is the final piece of academic disintegration.
CONFIDENCE IN ACADEMIC ABILITY:
No entry
HOW I FEEL TODAY:
No entry
WRITING THE DIARY:
No entry
OTHER THOUGHTS:
I feel well but I have finished the course with many exciting things to do and it is 
taking some juggling to fit it all in. Perhaps that is as well because I have no 
strong feelings of elation that either the course or the work are over. Relief, yes 
but no feelings of elation. On Friday I went and did some shopping which I really 
did enjoy because for the first time for a very long time I went out without the 
guilty conscience that comes from knowing that there is work at home that I really 
ought to be doing instead. I bought very little, ate ice cream walking around the 
centre of Kingston and did very little, very slowly.
The diary now needs to be wrapped up but there is no pretty paper and ribbon 
for a big bow to do this with. It has not been my habit to read back into the diary 
as I did not want what I said in previous weeks to overtly influence what I was 
writing in the present. I still have'nt done so, so I have no detail in my mind now.
What I sense is major shifts of feeling. The diary starts right at the very pinnacle 
of the most stressful experience of my whole life; what a strange coincidence 
that was! There was then a gap in the diary when my wife and I went away on 
holiday but I was required to concentrate on study early (beginning of August '96) 
to prepare for an essay and exam deferred from the previous semester. This 
was very hard and it did not seem to get a lot easier from there on. Basically, I 
remember this year as a hard one. I have continued to enjoy the company of my 
colleagues on the course and much of the course content but the motivation to 
work at home was much harder and I sense that it became much more an 
exercise in determination; I became much more strategic about how I was going 
to reach the end of the degree satisfactorily rather than taking in the information 
for the joy of learning. I felt that shift as significant because it is harder for me to 
motivate myself with such a shift in attitude.
Perhaps four years of fulltime education was all that I could stand in one gulp! 
The experiential aspect of a Psychology & Counselling course has been
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immensely hard work emotionally and perhaps this is a dimension that I have 
tended to overlook when considering my fatigue. I am sure that my 
dissatisfaction with my efforts will be clear in the diary but also my everlasting 
determination that I was going to finish it. I have the sense that my commitment 
to what I was doing and to the college has always been very much alive because 
I was so acutely aware of how short the time out in academia would seem in 
retrospect.
Writing the diary has been a worthwhile project and I am content if in the end it 
does not form part of any research project; there has been enough in it for me in 
terms of reflexive time to have been worth the effort. It has certainly been more 
difficult during the last few weeks but by then I was in it up to my neck! For this 
reason as well as the end of the course, this is the time to end the diary. It has 
always been a companion and, like all companions, our relationship has varied 
from week to week. Sometimes I have enjoyed its company, sometimes not, but 
always content to have it with me.
Good-bye diary.
Alastair
5W
